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DEVELOPMENTAL PROFESSIONALS: HOW TO SUPPORT OUR BILINGUAL 

FAMILIES 

 

As teachers, therapists, and other educational professionals, we frequently work with 

children with developmental delays and disorders who come from bilingual homes.  Parents 

come to us looking for advice on which language to use with their bilingual child. In the 

past, professionals gave well intentioned advice that teaching a child with a learning 

difference more than one language would be too confusing for the child. Parents were 

encouraged to speak the majority language, which here in the United States would be 

English and to no longer speak their home language with their child. However, more recent 

research shows better outcomes for children and their families when the parents use 

their strongest language with their child and that exposing a child to two languages will not 

worsen a developmental delay.  Below are some facts about bilingualism that you can share 

with your families.  

 

CHILDREN WITH LEARNING DIFFERENCES CAN LEARN TWO LANGUAGES 

 

We can reassure our families whose children have learning disabilities that almost all 

children who are capable of learning one language are capable of learning two. This applies 

to children who have more profound learning disabilities.  Parents of children with learning 

differences may resist teaching their child two languages because of fear that learning 

the home language will delay learning the second language. When a child learns two 

languages, they usually learn some vocabulary words in their home language and other 

words in the second language. For toddlers and preschoolers, when you add up the total 

amount of words that the child uses, his overall vocabulary size is around the  same size as 

a child with a similar diagnosis who speaks only one language. As bilingual children with 

learning delays get older, the amount and complexity of language they use in each  language 

is comparable to that of a monolingual child with learning disabilities. In one study, the 

expressive English vocabulary of two groups of children who were both in the early stages 

of language development with Down Syndrome was compared. One group of children was 

bilingual and the other group of children who was monolingual. The vocabulary size of the 

bilingual children with Down Syndrome in English, which was their second language, was as 

large as the monolingual children with Down Syndrome who were at the same 

developmental age. Not only was the bilingual group capable of learning as much English as 

the monolingual group, in addition they had a whole set of vocabulary in their primary 

language. What a bonus!  (Kay-Raining Bird, et al., 2005). Although we still need more 

research in this area, many recent studies report that by exposing bilingual children with 

learning disabilities to two languages, we will not further delay their language or 

development.  

 

REASONS TO EMPHASIZE THE HOME LANGUAGE 
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Parents are the primary language models for their children. They can provide a strong 

foundation in the first language. If the parents’ ability to speak the majority language is 

limited, how are they going to provide a good language model? Parents should be 

encouraged to speak, read, and sing to their child in their strongest language. 

Developmental professionals need to provide parents with both short-term goals and long-

term consequences when making choices around language. Although parents may want their 

child to communicate right away in the majority language,  may have a short term goal of 

their child saying as many words as possible, regardless of the language, the research 

suggests that their child will solidly learn the majority language if their primary language 

is strong. Other reasons for encouraging the use of the home language are that children 

will have more opportunities to socialize and communicate with family members and 

members of their community who may speak only the home language. Also, as a child gets 

older, if parents do not speak English and the child does not speak the home language, 

there is a risk that meaningful communication will be limited. It’s very important to take 

into account the long-term goals of the family.  

 

OFFER SUPPORT AND RESOURCES 

 

Parents report less anxiety and stress around their child’s dual language development if 

they are supported and encouraged by their child’s educational team. Offering positive 

encouragement around speaking the home language is beneficial for the parent and child. 

In addition to offering encouragement, here are a few resources on ways to support the 

home language. 

 

Colorin Colorado- colorincolorado.org offers tips for reading from a very early age up to 

third grade. These tip sheets are available in eleven different languages! 

 

Hanen.org This website discusses typical language development for dual language learners 

and also dispels myths around bilingual language development.  

 

Greenspeechtherapy Information for speech-language therapists and parents on bilingual 

language development for children with and without learning differences. Handouts are 

available for parents in Spanish.  
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