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This study investigates the perceptions of a parent who has a child on the autism 

spectrum, in regards to her decision to raising her child bilingually. The participant was 

asked about the factors that played into the family’s decision to raise their child to be 

bilingual, what resources they used to help their child maintain both their heritage 

language, as well as English, what impact there was on the child’s language development, 

and whether or not it affected his academic and social skills. It was found that the 

decision to raise the child to be bilingual was made in hopes of helping him be successful 

in the future. There were professionals who advised against this decision. Nonetheless, 

according to the parent, the child was capable of learning both languages, without one 

negatively impacting another. The child attended a Chinese immersion school and other 

extracurricular activities to help maintain both languages.
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Introduction

As the United States (U.S.) continues to increase in its population and diversity, 

the percentage of speakers who are bilingual continues to rise. Bilingualism has been 

defined as the use of two or more languages. The exposure to the languages could either 

be simultaneous (SIM), which refers to the exposure to the languages since birth, or 

sequential (SEQ), exposure to the languages after the first three years (American Speech 

Language Association, 2015). These days, it seems bilingualism in the U.S. is becoming 

increasingly important. According to the U.S. Census of 2011,21 percent of people ages 

5 and older (60.6 million people) speak a language other than English at home (Ryan,

2013). ASHA reports that according to the National Center for Educational Statistics, 

one in five school-aged students speak a language other than English at home. As 

bilingualism becomes increasingly popular, studies have shown that being bilingual in the 

workforce can have a positive effect on one’s economic return (Agirdag, 2014; Kim

2014). In 2011, study conducted by the University of Phoenix Research Institute found 

that the demand for bilingual employees will be high. They reported that 70 percent of 

employers predict Spanish-speaking skills will be in demand, while 42 percent believe 

that Chinese speaking skills will become a popular additional language skill (Light,

2011).

For a family with a child on the autism spectrum, raising their child to be 

bilingual can be a daunting and personal decision. Children with Autism Spectrum
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Disorder (ASD), by definition, have particular difficulty with socialization, 

communication and behavior (Wilkinson, 1998). They are known to develop language 

later than typically developing children, if language even develops at all. More and more 

children with ASD are coming from polyglot families (Welterlin and LaRue, 2007). In 

the case of a child with ASD who is growing up in a bilingual household, language 

acquisition, development, and interactions in both English and their heritage language 

may be very different than those of a neurotypical child. Thus, support and education 

from teachers, professionals, family, and other outside resources can play a very 

important role not only in a parent’s decision to raise their child with ASD to be 

bilingual, but also the child’s maintenance of his heritage language.

While there is a vast amount of literature on bilingual language development in 

the typically developing child (Bialystok, 2010; Pearson, Fernandez, & Oiler, 1993; 

Genesee, 1989) and a growing body of literature examining bilingual language 

development in children with a communication disorder (Gutierrez-Clellen, Simon- 

Cereijido, & Wagner, 2008; Paradis, Crago, Genesee & Rice, 2006), there is a scarcity of 

research that looks into bilingual language development and maintenance in a child with 

autism (Wharton et al. 2000; Kay-Raining Bird, et al., 2012; Reetzke et al., 2015; 

HyeKyeung, Siddiqi, & Elder, 2006; Jegatheesan, 2011; Kremer-Sadlick, 2005; Yu, 

2013). Several studies have explored bilingual language development in a child with 

autism by comparing them to their monolingual peers (Hambly & Fombonne, 2012; 

Ohashi et al., 2012; Petersen et al., 2012). Through their research, many of them have
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supported the notion that children with ASD who grow up in a bilingual environment do 

not exhibit any additional delays in their language compared to their monolingual peers 

with ASD. Hambly and Fombonne (2012) examined the social and language abilities of 

75 young bilingual and monolingual children (ages 36-78 months) diagnosed with ASD. 

All the children in their sample were diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder and were 

exposed to French, English, Chinese, Farsi, Hebrew, Italian, Romanian, Spanish, and/or 

Tamil. The children were categorized into groups describing their exposure to language: 

The first group included children who were monolingually exposed (n=30). The second 

group (n=45) included bilingual and multilingual children, who were subgrouped even 

further into simultaneous and sequential groups. They included the children who were 

bilingually exposed before 12 months of age (n=24) and children who were exposed to 

bilingualism after 12 months of age (n=21). The children were then assessed based on 

social responsiveness, which included use and response to pointing and attention to voice, 

expressive/receptive vocabulary and language, and early language milestones (age of first 

words and age of first phrases). They found that compared to their monolingual peers, 

bilingual children with autism did not exhibit additional delays in social responsiveness, 

expressive/receptive vocabulary and language, and early language milestones.

Similarly, Petersen et al. (2012) explored the lexical development of English- 

Chinese bilingual children with ASD (n=14; aged 43-73 months) who were learning 

language simultaneously. The researchers compared them to their monolingual peers 

with ASD (n=14; aged 43-73 months). Using four language assessments, they found that
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both groups had equivalent scores in all but language and vocabulary. They also did not 

find any significant differences between the production vocabulary size or vocabulary 

comprehension scores.

Ohashi, et al. (2012) compared bilingual exposed children (n=20), aged 24-52 

months who were recently diagnosed with autism to a monolingual exposed group of 

children (n=40). They were matched by age, communication abilities, age of first words 

and phrases, impairment, receptive and expressive scores, and communication. The 

bilingually exposed children were simultaneously exposed to two languages, one of 

which had to be in English or French and the other could be any second language. The 

monolingual children were only exposed to either French or English. Using instruments 

such as the Autism Diagnostic Observation Scale (ADOS), Preschool Language Scale 

Fourth Edition (PLS-4), and Vineland-II (VABS), they determined that there were no 

significant differences between the two groups in any language that was observed. They 

also concluded that a bilingual language environment does not cause a disadvantage to 

early language development in young children with autism.

In a more recent study conducted in China (Reetzke et al., 2015), the parents of 54 

children with ASD were given questionnaires to evaluate their child’s social functioning 

and structural and pragmatic language development in their dominant language. The 

children were either exposed to one (n=31) or two (n=23) Chinese languages. Five 

standardized measures, translated by native Chinese speakers under the supervision of a 

co-author of the study, were used. After analysis, it was revealed that bilingual language
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exposure to children with ASD does not negatively affect the performance on any 

standard measures, compared to their monolingual peers. As one of the first studies to 

look at bilingual exposure in young children with ASD outside the United States (U.S.), 

the study’s findings is a immense contribution to the notion that bilingual language 

exposure is not associated with increased challenges in development of the dominant 

language in children with ASD.

A case study presented in 2006 investigated bilingual speech-language 

intervention for a Korean-English bilingual child who was diagnosed with autism who 

was living in the United States, (Seung, Siddiql, & Elder, 2006). The language 

development of the 3-year-old boy with ASD was examined over a 24-month period. To 

track the progress of his development, four language tests were used. The child was 

provided speech therapy in Korean in the first 6 months, and made substantial progress. 

After the first year, English was introduced gradually into the child’s speech language 

therapy. At 18 months, therapy was only provided mainly in English. After a two-year 

period of bilingual speech-language intervention, the child demonstrated that he had 

made significant gains in English language skills, both receptively and expressively. 

Though this study cannot be generalized to every bilingual child diagnosed with ASD, it 

does suggest that in order to establish a linguistic foundation, intervention in the heritage 

language should be supported and the use of a bilingual speech therapist providing 

speech services in both languages not only supports the family, but also supports the 

child in language development.
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Despite these findings, studies have also shown that professionals, such as 

physicians, teachers, and speech therapists, advise professionals to speak only English to 

their children with autism. Wharton et al. (2000) explored how bilingual parents could 

effectively use their native language to help their child in language and socio-emotional 

abilities. Three case studies were presented of families whose first language was not 

English and also had a child with PDD (Pervasive Developmental Disorder) or high- 

functioning autism. Each family had a child with PDD at three different levels:

Preverbal, minimal verbal, and advanced verbal. Each family was from a different 

cultural background, which included Spanish, Russian, and French. Unfortunately, the 

parents reported that they were advised by health and educational professionals to speak 

only English to their child. Through analysis of the three different case studies, Wharton 

et al. found that when the parents communicated with their child in their native language, 

they were not only more effective in communication, but affection was increased 

between child and parent. Likewise, Kremer-Sadlik (2004) studied four sets of parents 

who were recommended by professionals to stop speaking their home language to their 

child with high functioning autism. It was observed that parents who decided to 

eliminate their native language and speak only English created a social distance between 

the child with ASD and themselves. Not only was the child excluded in in conversations 

that were facilitated in the parents’ native language, but because of the limited 

proficiency in English, conversations and interactions were shortened. Furthermore, it 

was also reported that the parents had a hard time adjusting to speaking only English in
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their home, as it felt more natural speaking their native language.

Adding to the handful of studies discussed, Jegatheesan (2011) and Yu (2013) 

investigate the perspectives of immigrant parents raising a child with autism to be 

bilingual or multilingual. Jegatheesan conducted ethnographic interviews with three 

Muslim families living in the U.S. on multilingual development in their children with 

autism. Through the interviews, she inquired about the importance of multiple-language 

acquisition for their children, their beliefs about having a child with autism; whether 

autism affected how their children are raised; and experiences with professional who are 

involved with their child’s language development. The parents reported that each 

language was important in their daily lives, including communication with family 

members who did not speak English and also for religious purposes. The parents felt that 

their children needed to learn English because it was a “passport to life in mainstream 

society” and that it would improve their child’s quality of life (Drysdale, Van Der Meer, 

& Kagohara, 2014). Furthermore, the parents reported that professionals advised them to 

only use one language (English) because it would only “confuse” the children and hinder 

their language development. However, all families continued to speak their native 

language to their children. By the end of the study, each child showed significant 

progress in their multi-language development. In 2013, Yu published a study where she 

interviewed 10 bilingual, Chinese-English speaking immigrant mothers of children with 

autism. All mothers reported that the language their child learned did not matter, as long 

as the language helped their child be more successful in school, therapy, and in the future.
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However, most of the mothers saw English as the more important language for their child 

to learn, due to societal demands and the therapies that were provided in mainly English. 

It was also reported that all the mothers were not as proficient in English; thus, making it 

hard to communicate with their child. Nonetheless, they often eliminated their home 

language in conversations with the child.

Like the two previously mentioned studies, Kay-Raining Bird et al. (2012) also 

reported on similar findings. Through a survey study, it was reported that professionals 

did not always support the 49 parents or guardians of children with autism to be raised 

bilingual or multilingual. They were concerned about the choice of raising their children 

bilingually due to a lack of services and supports. However, they felt that it was a 

necessity for their children because it offered more of an opportunity for jobs for their 

children. It was found that of the twenty-two families who spoke two languages in the 

home to their child with ASD, five reported that the two languages were spoken with 

equal frequency and nine reported using a “one-parent-one-language” strategy. 

Additionally, nineteen of the children with ASD were exposed to two (n=18) or three 

(n=l) languages outside the home in environments such as day cares, schools, the 

community, and with family. It was also revealed that there were no significant 

differences in the reported language and literacy abilities between children who were 

exposed to one versus more than on language. A majority of the parents (n=21) 

identified as feeling successful raising their child with ASD bilingually.

In the preceding studies reviewed, no studies have addressed specifically how a
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family makes the decision to raise their child bilingually, as well as what supports they 

use to maintain the child’s heritage language. As an increasing prevalence of autism in 

minority language families occurs, a case study examining a family’s experiences, 

observations and perspectives with their child may offer firsthand information into the 

bilingual language development and maintenance in a child with ASD and address this 

gap of knowledge in the field.

Therefore, this study was designed to address the following questions: What are 

the perceptions of a parent of a child with ASD concerning the maintenance of his 

heritage language with regards to a) his language development over time, b) his academic 

performance in a Chinese immersion school, and c) in what family social situations are 

the two languages presented to the child?

Method

The method of phenomenological interview was used in this study, as the 

researcher was interested in understanding the participant’s feelings and perceptions of a 

specific experience. It is a type of naturalistic inquiry that will allow the participants to 

“assign meaning to their own experiences,” independent of any prior hypotheses 

(Lincoln, 1985; Yu, 2013). The interview was guided by open-ended questions to allow 

for the participant to answer in their own way and to expand on their experience. The 

researcher is recommended to refrain from evaluating the participant’s responses, but 

instead, listen without judgment and to provide a non-therapeutic environment where the 

participant feels comfortable to share their life experiences (Ohara, 1997). Though there
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is no concrete structure to this form of interviewing, Siedman (2006) suggests having 

three separate 90 minute interviews over a two to three week period. However, due to the 

hectic schedules of the family, two interviews were conducted over a two-day period.

The interview was audio recorded with the permission of the participant. The 

participant was encouraged to speak in whatever language she felt most comfortable 

with. No interpreter was needed, as the author is fluent in Chinese and English. A 

majority of the interview was conducted in English with only several words of Chinese 

spoken. The audio was then transcribed verbatim and analyzed to look for common 

themes among the interviews.

Participants

One family of a child diagnosed with autism spectrum disorders participated in 

the study. Criteria for the selection of the family included (a) being from a bilingual 

background in which the both parents comprehend at least two languages, (b) having a 

child diagnosed with autism spectrums disorder, and (c) having a child enrolled in a 

Chinese immersion school. The reason for focusing on these criterions was that they are 

likely to play a factor in the maintenance of heritage language.

The family’s country of origin is China, but they have lived in the U.S. for 28 

years. Both parents are highly educated, with the mother’s highest level of education 

being a master’s degree. They are from middle socioeconomic status, residing in a large 

city in the U.S. They are both fluent in English and two dialects of Chinese (Taishanese 

and Cantonese). The mother of the child reports that English is her primary language
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used at work, but uses both Chinese and English at home with the family.

The family has one son diagnosed with ASD. The child is 8 years old and has 

some verbal abilities. He uses single words to short phrases to communicate in both 

languages. Final diagnosis of autism was made a couple months before the child’s third 

birthday. He attends a Chinese immersion school, where 80% of his schooling is 

conducted in Chinese. The family was given a consent form describing the study, their 

rights as a participant, and measures to maintain anonymity. The pseudonyms for the 

mother and her child with ASD, the child’s age, the age of diagnosis, the country of 

origin, and the languages spoken at home are provided in Table 1.

TABLE 1 
Child Profile

Child Age Age of Diagnosis Languages Spoken
T.W.* 8 years 2 years 9 months English

Cantonese
Toishan

*Pseudenyom used to protect the privacy o f the child

Procedures

Informed consent was obtained by the participant, informing them of their rights 

as a participant and what the study would be about. Both parents were invited to be 

interviewed. Due to child-care constraints, only the mother was interviewed. Two 

interviews were conducted with the participant in a local cafe in March of 2015. Times 

and location were chosen by the participant. Each interview lasted no longer than 120 

minutes.
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The data from this study was collected through two semi-structured interviews. 

According to Fontana and Frey (2000), interviews are “one of the most powerful ways in 

which we try to understand our fellow human beings.” A protocol in which exact 

questions are asking in the same way and order for the participants were not used; but 

instead, the interviews were loosely guided by an interview guide that had open-ended 

questions around general themes. (See Appendix A for interview guide.)

All interviews were audio recorded with the participant’s consent. The audio 

recordings were then transcribed verbatim, including the contributions of both the 

interviewer and the interviewee. These transcripts were examined through discourse and 

thematic analysis to look for themes, both directly and indirectly stated, about the 

perceptions of parents of a child on the autism spectrum on their child’s heritage 

language maintenance.

Coding and Analysis

Open coding was used to analyze the interview. The author first listened to the 

recording after each interview and transcribed it. She then read through all the 

transcriptions, while making notes on the side margins. Then, a combination of pre-set 

and emergent codes was developed to code the data. Pre-set codes were preconceived 

themes that were created based on concepts the researcher found in other research 

literature as well as concepts that were of interest to the researcher based on her study 

questions. The pre-set codes were then set to the following: 1) In terms of bilingual 

language development: the child is believed to be slower in acquiring and using both
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languages, but is believed to be capable of learning both; 2) In terms of academics: the 

child shows struggle with grade-level work in both languages. Because academics is 

greatly influenced by language development, it is assumed that the child’s language 

disabilities secondary to ASD would create a barrier to his academic performance; 3) In 

terms of language use in social situations: child has a preference towards responding in 

English in social situations with family and peers; 4) The family had feelings of doubt 

and discouragement of raising child bilingually because of negative reactions from 

friends, family, and professionals; 5) The family's decision was influenced by the desire 

to provide their child with a better opportunity in the future.

Emergent codes were conceived after the data was analyzed. Patterns and 

connections were then identified between categories. Color codes were then applied to 

the transcriptions according to the themes identified. When applicable, multiple 

categories were coded because they had overlapping themes. "Findings can be said to be 

internally invalid when they may have been affected by factors other than those thought 

to have caused them, or because the interpretation of the data by the researcher is not 

clearly supportable" (Seliger & Shohamy 1989,95); therefore, another student was 

invited to review the de-identified transcripts. The researcher provided the student with 

the pre-determined codes before the student reviewed the transcripts. After the student 

finished reading and reviewing the transcripts, both the student and researcher discussed 

the results. They came to an agreement on 100 percent of the themes.

Results

Factors Influencing The Decision To Raise Child Bilingually
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Personal Influence and Experience

Though finding support from others was an important step for the participant, she

stressed that the decision to raise her son bilingually was a very strong, personal 

choice. Aware of his difficulties in learning language, she still felt that being bilingual, 

which included reading, writing, and speaking, was important and would only benefit 

him in his future.

“A lot o f  the decisions are very personal....1 d idn’t get disappointed that not a lot 

ofpeople are trying it. For us, I  ’m thinking o f  it like a gift. Having that

additional language will help them connect better more ....knowing a person who

is learning two languages [means] their brains have to work harder. I  think the

early belief that I  had was that i f  [my son] has the delays in these overall areas,

that maybe having to work harder might be a good way in helping him. ”

Because she had immigrated to the U.S., she knows first hand how being bilingual can be

a positive skill for the future. She believes that knowing more than one language will be

an additional skill for her son that would offer him more opportunities in terms of career

choices, community involvement, and participating in cultural traditions. She explained

that though it could be scary for a newly diagnosed family, other people in the field will

not advocate for the child as much as the family can because the family knows the child

best. She acknowledged the double workload and time that goes into raising her son to

be bilingual, but continues to be certain of the “pay-off’ in her son’s future.

Professional Influence
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The participant was asked about her experiences with professionals in the health 

care setting after the initial diagnosis, including speech language pathologists. She 

reported that many of the disciplines were not very encouraging of her decision to raise 

her son bilingually, creating “tough times” for the family. After being referred to see a 

psychologist at a renowned institution, the participant reports being told by the 

psychologist that her son had mental retardation, even after the diagnosis of Autism by 

another professional. She reported another professional, who was in charge o f the child’s 

diagnostic testing, told her that the best that she should expect, if he is lucky, was getting 

a job in a mail room. Furthermore, because she wanted to raise her son bilingually, she 

requested a bilingual speech-language pathologist (SLP) proficient in both Chinese and 

English. During the initial therapy session with the SLP, the family was told to stick to 

one language because it would confuse the child. The family asked about his language 

development and what type o f progress he might make, when the SLP responded by 

telling them that, “he was going to be set in his ways.” With all the discouragement from 

the professionals, the participant began to feel hesitation about her decision. Despite 

knowing that the family wanted a bilingual therapist, another SLP, who was also 

proficient in Chinese and English, was reported to have conducted her sessions in 

English. The participant reflected and stated, “I  would go sit in the room, but I fe lt so 

uncomfortable. The parents were not involved. Thinking back, the sessions should have 

included the parents. ”
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On the contrary, the participant met another SLP who understood her situation, 

supported her decision, and helped drive her decision to raise her son bilingually.

“I  think that [the SLP] has been that supportive voice from  the beginning... I  think 

that having the opportunity to attend her class and talking to her kind o f  affirmed 

the decision o f  wanting [my son] to learn Chinese ...we really needed the 

guidance. ”

With the guidance of one professional who supported the decision, the participant’s son 

has been given the opportunity to acquire both languages and is reported to be making 

notable progress.

Influence From Other Similar Situations

The participant expressed that she was inspired by other families she met or read 

about who were successfully raising a bilingual child, who also had ASD. She reported 

reading an article, after her son was diagnosed, about a Chinese boy with Autism who 

was in the special education system. Instead of rejecting the idea of being bilingual, they 

embraced the fact that the boy was bilingual and was able to speak his native tongue to 

his family, grandparents and caretakers. She also felt influenced after meeting two 

families who somewhat shared the same ideas and values as herself. One family had a 

young child, about the same age as her son, who was enrolled in a Chinese immersion 

program. She stated,

[The parents] know their stu ff the know everything about special education 

laws. They just seem to know very well, from  or how to work with their son. They
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have been very inspiring. As soon as we found out that this kid is going to a 

bilingual classroom, and 1 think secretly I  was saying to myself, 7 want to be like 

that. We want to be like that. ’

She also connected with a family with a young teenage son diagnosed with ASD who 

was about to go to college. She felt inspired by the fact that perhaps one day her son 

could do the same.

Maintenance of Chinese and English

The participant believed it was important for her son not only to speak English, 

but also to speak Chinese so that he could participate with the family and in the 

community and have the same opportunity as any other child. To help him acquire and 

maintain the use of both languages, the family reportedly spoke both Chinese and English 

equally in the home. They reported using whatever language seemed the most natural to 

them at that moment, even if it consisted of code-switching, the alternation between two 

or more languages in the context a conversation. She reported that her son follows along 

with the code-switching.

Most o f  the time when he chimes in, i t ’s in the same language that we ’re using... I  

think h e ’s kind o f  got it. He knows th a t’s when we switch. Maybe also he feels 

comfortable. When we talk and when he use English, we still answer him....we 

always get back to him. So maybe he knows that and h e ’s comfortable in that

sense.
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Because they lived in a diverse area, she had access to outings to the local Chinese 

community as a way to expose her son to reading and speaking Chinese. The child was 

also enrolled in after school extra-curricular activities, such as attending a reading clinic, 

speech therapy, and after school programs, which were provided in English.

Chinese Immersion School

The child attended an inclusive Chinese immersion school where they learn to 

speak, read, and write Chinese. At the school, 80% of the schooling was in Cantonese, 

with only an hour of English instruction when they are in lower grades. As students get 

older, more English is introduced into the curriculum. In middle school, they begin to 

learn Mandarin. Therefore, with a half of the day in Chinese and half of the day in 

English, the child is simultaneously learning both languages, while also maintaining his 

heritage language. She explained that because he is not enrolled in a special education 

class, he is demanded to participate with his peers and in the classroom. This allows the 

child to be more exposed to “his typical peers and peer role modeling.”

The relationship between parent and the staff has also played a key role in the 

development of the child’s heritage language. The family built a relationship with the 

principal, who was engaged and involved in the child’s educational process. Likewise, 

the paraprofessional and his teachers had been supportive, as they had been open to 

collaboration and communication with the child’s parents. The participant stressed that 

being involved with the school and staff was important, but it was equally as important to 

take a step back and allow the professionals to perform their duties.
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Dual Language Development

Reflecting on her son’s progress in terms of dual language development, the 

participant professed that he had not lost, but only gained knowledge and language skills 

from this decision. Though her son was not learning at the average rate of neurotypical 

child, he was still acquiring and using both languages with a lot of support and 

reinforcement from the school and other supports and resources. The participant truly 

believed that not only was her son able to comprehend the difference of the English and 

Chinese, but he also demonstrated that he could differentiate between Chinese dialects. 

At home, their primary language is Toishan, a Chinese dialect similar to Cantonese.

They speak Toishan with their family, including aunts, uncles, and grandparents. They 

also speak Cantonese, which is the dialect taught at the Chinese Immersion School. Both 

parents respond to the child, despite the difference in language at the current moment.

For example, if both parents are speaking in Chinese and the child requests in English, 

they will respond to him. Therefore, it is believed that the sense of acknowledgement 

provides comfort. She reported that she was surprised when her son came home one day, 

and began counting in Mandarin, a different Chinese dialect, that the school does not 

teach until middle school.

Academic Performance

The participant reported that academically, her son’s language abilities, 

knowledge, and progress could possibly be two grades lower than his current grade level 

due to his difficulties with comprehension skills and low verbal ability. As he got older,
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the schoolwork and participation also became more demanding. On his most recent 

report card, the child scored one point higher for participation than the prior semester. 

However, in terms of reading and writing in both languages, a lot more support from the 

staff and parents were needed to help guide him because he was learning both at the same 

time.

At home, homework was not an easy task. The child did not always initiate to ask 

for help, but when his parents observed that he needed it, they were always available to 

step in and provide coaching and prompting to him. They reported that he needed equal 

help with homework in both languages. There were times, though rare, when the child 

did his homework by himself when the work was easier.

Use of Language in Social Situations

With regards to his language use in social situations, he was reported to follow the 

language that is being used. For example, if his parents were speaking in Chinese, he 

would respond back or chime in with the limited phrases or words he knew. However, 

like most bilingual children, he used the predominant language of the community, which 

was English. At school, where the environment demanded him to speak only in Chinese, 

the child needed prompting to use the language.

Discussion

This study exemplified the factors that play a role in a family’s decision to raise their 

child with ASD bilingually and what resources they use to help the child maintain both 

languages. A variety of factors can be considered when examining a parent’s decision to
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raise their child with ASD to be bilingual. Like several other studies, it was found that a 

parent’s decision was greatly influenced by their own rating of the importance of being 

bilingual. The family felt that being bilingual would provide the child with a greater 

opportunity for education and accessing jobs in the future. Likewise, it was almost a 

necessity to the child to speak Chinese because it was one of the primary languages 

spoken in his community and his family. In an article by Kremer-Sadlik (2005), she 

interviewed several families who were recommended not to speak their heritage language 

to their children, who were diagnosed with high functioning Autism. One interview, with 

an immigrant Chinese family, revealed that the child was almost always excluded from 

family interaction because the family would speak Chinese to one another, but switched 

to English when speaking to him. Without the skill to understand and speak both 

languages, there were fewer opportunities and less involvement for the child to practice 

his language and social skills with his family and peers.

Like many other studies have discovered (Kremer-Sadlik, 2005; Wharton et al., 

2000; Yu, 2013), the family was recommended not to speak their native language to their 

child due to the assumption that it would “confuse” the child and become another barrier 

to language learning. As shown in the study, this can unfortunately bring the family 

feelings of discouragement, frustration, and even anger. Research has shown that 

children with ASD can learn another language and still perform just as well their 

typically developing peers. However, despite the immense amount of research 

supporting the benefits of bilingualism, there were still professionals who advising the
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contrary. Though the child was acquiring both languages more slowly than his peers, he 

demonstrated the ability to distinguish between them.

This study also exemplified the resources that were significant in helping their 

child develop and maintain his heritage language. One way was to speak both languages 

at home, but always respond to the child’s comments or requests regardless of the 

language being spoken at that moment. According to the parent, this gave the child a 

sense of comfort and understanding that whatever language he uses, his speech would be 

acknowledged. Kremer-Sadlik (2005) interviewed a family who ignored the advice of a 

professional to only speak one language to their son with high functioning autism, and 

used both Chinese and English in the household. During a dinner observation, it was 

witnessed that the child was able to code-switch and respond to his parents in both 

Chinese and English. Additionally, exposing him to the Chinese community and having 

other therapies and classes in English helped with the maintenance of both languages.

The most significant resource to help the child develop and maintain both languages was 

being able attend an inclusive Chinese immersion school. By building relationship with 

the principal and the staff, the family had created a strong, open dynamic where 

communication thrived. Communication was important to ensure that the child was 

receiving the best support in the dual language environment.

Though the decision to raise a child who is on the autism spectrum to be bilingual 

can be influenced by many factors, the results of this study revealed that the focus was on 

the goal to support the child in learning and to help him be successful in the future. Both
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languages were regarded as being important to the child so that he could be involved with 

the family, community, and have the benefit of an extra skill. As demonstrated in the 

study, the child was capable of learning both languages and has not been negatively 

impacted by the addition of a second language. In fact, because the family chose to 

continue speaking both languages to their child, the child was able to differentiate the 

dialects spoken in different environments.

However, like many other studies have found (Kremer-Sadlik, 2005; Yu, 2013, 

Wharton et al., 2000), the participant initially received discouraging and inaccurate 

advice from professionals that did not support her decision to raise her son to learn two 

languages. No evidence has supported the theory that speaking English would improve 

the language abilities of children with autism; nor is there any evidence to support that 

being in a bilingual environment would worsen the symptoms of autism (Dopke, 2006). 

Yet, professionals are still advising against this, causing some families to fear the effects 

of bilingualism on learning and development. This highlights the need for professionals 

to be educated about dual language development in children with autism and to be more 

culturally sensitive to their clients and families. Previous studies have exemplified the 

negative impact of continuous professional advice. This study notably demonstrates this 

as well as the contrary: that the support of one professional or knowing people going 

through similar situations can be a motivating support in decision making.

Unlike prior studies, this study uniquely contributes to the field by exploring the 

effects of how an immersion program contributes the heritage language maintenance of a
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child with ASD. Being able to attend an inclusion Chinese immersion school was a 

significant contribution to his dual language acquisition as well as being a resource in 

helping the child maintain his heritage language. Because of the language demands of 

the school and curriculum, there was a richness of opportunities that provided the child 

with more occasions to practice. As expected, the child behind in academic performance. 

Perhaps, this was be due to his pre-morbid language deficits in expressive and receptive 

language. The parents also used the community and family to expose and practice both 

languages with the child. By using various ways to create opportunities for practice, the 

child has been successful in learning two languages.

Conclusion and Implications for Future Research 

The findings from this study have suggested that the decision that a parent makes, 

regarding whether or not to raise their child on the autism spectrum to be bilingual, is a 

very personal matter. It can be greatly influenced by their personal experiences, 

professional support or advice, and knowing other people who are going through similar 

situations. It also identifies several successful supports used to maintain the heritage 

language. For example, attending a dual language immersion school, living in an 

environment that exposes the child to both languages, and using the language equally at 

home. This is the first step in helping bridge the gap of knowledge in research on this 

topic. The implications of this study are for professionals to better support bilingual 

families in their decision to raise their child on the autism spectrum bilingually.
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Further research is needed to identify the supports used for heritage language 

maintenance with a child with autism spectrum disorders, as well as their efficacy. Not 

only should a larger population be studied, but perhaps a study including immigrant or 

low-income families who have a child on the autism spectrum that wish to maintain both 

languages as well. Future research on heritage language maintenance in a child with 

ASD, who also come from an immigrant or low-income family, will contribute to the 

field by addressing the different resources they might use versus that of an educated 

middle class family. It would also be interesting to explore the many differences on 

heritage language maintenance in children with ASD who have different verbal abilities. 

This will help identify what supports might work best in helping children with ASD 

maintaining their heritage language depending on their language abilities.
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Appendix A: Interview Guideline Questions 

Interview 1: The Decision (With details)

1. Tell me about how you came to the decision to raise your child bilingually.
a. What did you see as advantages and disadvantages of raising your child 

bilingually?
b. How important was it to you to raise your child bilingually?
c. What resources were available to you when making this decision?
d. Who did you turn to for advice?
e. What kinds of reactions did you receive from others (family, 

professionals)?
f. How did you finally arrive at your decision to raise your child bilingually?

2. Tell me about the impact of the decision on you and your family.
3. How would you describe your success on raising your child bilingually?
4. What advice would you give to other families who are thinking of raising their 

child bilingual?
5. What resources do you currently use to maintain your child’s bilingual language 

development?
6. Is there anything else you want to share?

Interview 2: Current academic and social performance of the child

Social

S  What languages are spoken around the home?
2. What language does your child prefer to use with his peers/in social situations 

(with family, with friends...etc)?
3. Do you see any differences or similarities in bilingual language development 

compared to his neurotypical peers?
Academic

1. Tell me about the experiences you had when making the decision to enroll 
him in a Chinese immersion school (barriers, reactions of people)?

2. How does his academic work reflect his language development in both 
languages?

3. How does the staff at school support him throughout the day with his Chinese 
and English learning and to what extent?

4. How would you describe the communication between you and your child’s 
team at his school team about his social and language development and 
academic performance?


