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Abstract: in this article we have reviewed what the science says about six of parents’ most commonly asked
questions about early bilingualism. Research demonstrates that we need to reshape our views of early
bilingualism: children are born ready to learn the language or languages of their environments without
confusion or delay. To promote successful bilingual development, parents raising bilingual children should
ensure that their children have ample opportunities to hear and speak both of their languages. As children get
older, interacting with monolingual speakers (especially other children) is important for motivating ongoing
language use, especially for minority languages not widely spoken in the community. Teachers, pediatricians,
and speech language pathologists play an important role in dispelling common myths, and in communicating
science-based information about early bilingualism to parents. While our focus here has been on language
development, it is also important to recognize that early childhood is also a time of profound emotional, social,
physical, and cognitive development. Bilingualism will be a priority or even a necessity for some families. Other
families might choose to focus on other aspects of development. In some cases, where families are not fluent in a
second language, early bilingualism might be unrealistic. Here, it is important to keep two things in mind: 1)
bilingualism is only one way to promote successful early development, and 2) second language learning is
possible at any age. Language—any language—is a window to the world. It is better for parents to provide
plenty of input and interaction in a language they are comfortable in, than to hold back because they are not
fluent or comfortable in the language.

When it comes to raising bilingual children, myths and misunderstandings are common, but facts are hard to
come by. Together with researchers around the world, we are working hard to continue providing scientifically
based facts addressing parents’ most important questions about early bilingualism.
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BO3MOXHOCTH NU3YUEHMUS SA3BIKA JJISA ABYA3BIYHBIX I[ETEI71
AoxyBoxuaoB A.A. (Pecnybiiuka Y30ekucran)

Ab60ysoxudos AbbocHex A6dysoxudosuy — cmyoenm,
Kagheopa anenuiicko2o A3bIKa U JUMepanmypbul, Qaxyibmenm uHOCMPAHHBIX A3bIKOE,
Anouscanckuil ynusepcumem um. 3.M. babypa, e. Anousican, Pecnybauxa Y3oexucman

Annomayusn: 6 >moil cmambe Mbl PACCMOMPENU, YMO 2060puUNm HAyKa 0 Hauboiee 4acmo 3a0asaemvlx
80NPOCAX POOUMENIMU O paHHem 08ysazbluuu. Hccnedoganus nOKA3bl6aiom, Ymo HAM HYICHO USMEHUMb HAuu
8321506l HA paHHee O08yA3blYUe: O0emu poxicoaromcs, 4moobvbl usyyamov A3bIK UL A3bIKU C80ell cpedbl Oe3
NYMAanuybl Uiy 3a0eprcku. [is npoosudicenius YCHewHo20 08ysI3bI4H020 pa3gumusi pOOUmenu, 60CHUMbl8aiowue
O0BYA3bIUHBIX Oemell O0JIJICHbL 0becnedums, Ymoodbl y HUX Oemel OblIU WUPOKUE BO3MONCHOCHU CABIUUAMDL U
2osopums Ha oboux ceoux azvikax. Ilo mepe e3pocienue demeii 63aumooelicmeue ¢ OOHOAZLIYHBIMU OPAMOPaAMU
(ocobenno Opyeumu OemvbMu) BANCHO OIS MOMUBAYUU NOCMOSIHHOZO UCHOTb306AHUS SA3bIKA, OCOOEHHO O7s
A3bIKOG MEHLUUHCING, KOMOpble He WUPOKO PACNpOCMpanenvl 6 coodujecmee. Yuumens neOuampuvl u pedesvle
A3bIKOGbIE NAMON02U USPAIOM BANCHYIO POJIb 8 PACCEUBAHUU PACHPOCMPAHEHHBIX MUPOB U 6 nepedaie HAYYHOU
unopmayuu o panHem 08ysA3LIYUU pooumensim. B mo epems xax mawe snumanue 30eco cocpedomoueHo Ha
PAa36UMUU A3bIKA, AICHO MAKHCE NPUSHAMb, YMO PAHHee 0emCmeo MAKdice sGISLemcs. 6pemMenem 21y00K020
IMOYUOHATILHO20, COYUANBHO20, PUIULECKO20 U KOSHUMUBHO20 pazsumust. [[pyeue cemvl He 61a0erom 6mopblm
A3BIKOM, panHee O08ysA3bluUe MOdcem Oblmb  HepearucmuyHblM. 30ecb 6adCHO uMemb 6 6uUdy 08¢
sewu: 1)/[gyasviuue — 3mMo0 MOALKO OOUH U3 CHOCOO08 NPOOBUNCEHUS YCNEWHO20 PAHHe20 pazeumus, u 2)
obyuenue 8 Opyeux Cmpanax 603MOICHO 6 J0OOM A3bIK — MO OKHO 6 mup. Pooumensim nyuwe obecneyums
00CmMamouHblll 6K1A0 U 83aUMOOeLiCMEUe HA Si3biKe, KOMopblll UM y0oben Ha sazvike. Koeda deno doxodum 0o
B0CHUMAHUSL OBYA3BIYHBIX Oemell, MUbl U HEeNOHUMAHUE AGIAOMCS 0OWUMU, HO (PaKkmel MpPYOHO HAUMU.
Hccnedosamensimu no ecemy mMupy npuiaearomest 6ce YCUius, Ymoodvl npoooadlcams npedocmasisnms HAYYHO-
obocHosanHble hakmpl, Kacarowuecs pooumeneil, Haudoiee adxiCHble BONPOCHL O PAHHEM 08YA3bILUL.
Knroueewte cnosa: osysizviunvie 0emu, 00HOA3bIUHbIE Oemu, OUTUHEBUIM, KOHYEMYAIbHbIIL.

Bilingual children are not more likely than monolingual children to have difficulties with language, to show
delays in learning, or to be diagnosed with a language disorder [1]. Parents’ perceptions are often otherwise—
they feel that their child is behind due to their bilingualism—revealing an interesting disconnect from scientific



findings. Science has revealed an important property of early bilingual children’s language knowledge that might
explain this misperception: while bilingual children typically know fewer words in each of their languages than
do monolingual learners of those languages, this apparent difference disappears when you calculate bilingual
children’s “conceptual vocabulary” across both languages[2]. That is, if you add together known words in each
language, and then make sure you don’t double-count cross-language synonyms (e.g., dog and perro), then
bilingual children know approximately the same number of words as monolingual children [3].

As an example, if a Spanish/English bilingual toddler knows 50 Spanish words and 50 English words, she
will probably not appear to be as good at communicating when compared to her monolingual cousin who knows
90 English words. However, assuming 10 of the toddler’s Spanish words are also known in English, then the
toddler has a conceptual vocabulary of 90 words, which matches that of her cousin. Even so, knowing 50 vs. 90
English words could result in noticeably different communication abilities, but these differences are likely to
become less noticeable with time. This hypothetical example about equivalence in vocabulary is supported by
research showing that bilingual and monolingual 14-month-olds are equally good at learning word-object
associations [4]. This offers some reassurance that young bilinguals—Ilike young monolinguals—possess
learning skills that can successfully get them started on expected vocabulary trajectories. There is also evidence
that bilingual children match monolinguals in conversational abilities; for example, when somebody uses a
confusing or mispronounced word, or says something ambiguous, bilingual children can repair the conversation
with the same skill as monolinguals [5]. Just like some monolingual children have a language delay or disorder,
a similar proportion of bilinguals will have a language delay or disorder. Evidence that one bilingual child has a
language difficulty, however, is not evidence that bilingualism leads to language difficulties in general. The
challenge for pediatricians and for speech-language pathologists is to decide if a bilingual child does have a
problem, or whether her errors are part of normal development and interaction between the sounds, words, and
grammars of her two languages. If parents are worried that their bilingual child does have a delay, they should
first consult their pediatrician. Pediatricians sometimes have a tendency to say, “Don’t worry, her language is
completely normal.” This statement will end up being false for some children who will end up diagnosed with
language difficulties, but it is more likely than not to be true, especially considering that parents can be
inaccurate when estimating their bilingual child’s language skills. In some other cases, health care providers with
concerns about language impairment may recommend against raising a child in a bilingual environment. This
recommendation is not supported by the science of bilingualism. Bilingual children with specific language
impairments [6], Down syndrome [7], and autism spectrum disorders [8] are not more likely to experience
additional delays or challenges compared to monolingual children with these impairments. If parents do not feel
comfortable with a pediatrician’s opinion, they should find (or ask for a referral to) a speech-language
pathologist with expertise in bilingualism, if at all possible. Early intervention increases the likelihood of a
positive outcome. The problem is that few clinicians receive quality training about the learning needs of
bilingual children, which in some cases leads to a misdiagnosis of bilingual children as having delayed or
disordered language [9] [10]. The time is past due to eliminate such simple misunderstandings in clinical
settings. A bilingual clinician, or an individual who has training in bilingualism, will take care in assessing
language skills in both languages, in order to measure the child’s entire language profile. Parents should keep in
mind that clinicians have a very difficult job when it comes to assessing bilingual children. They have to
accurately assess a bilingual child’s language abilities in each of her languages, integrate the child’s problematic
and unproblematic abilities in terms of sounds, words, grammar, and conversation in each language into a
coherent whole, evaluate whether the child is delayed and/or disordered in one or both languages, weigh the
child’s linguistic/cognitive capacities in comparison to typically and atypically developing monolingual children
and, when possible, bilingual children of the same age, and develop an effective intervention that targets
subareas of linguistic/cognitive competence in one and/or both languages. This is a tangled landscape for
intervention, but one that can be assessed thoughtfully. Regardless of whether parents pursue intervention, they
can help children gain bilingual profciency by using both languages as regularly as possible in enriching and
engaging contexts. Furthermore, parents should keep in mind that both monolingual and bilingual children can
best show off their skills when using language that matches their daily experiences [11]. In summary, if you
measure bilinguals using a monolingual measure, you are more likely to fnd false evidence of delay. Fortunately,
researchers and clinicians are now developing bilingual-specific measures that paint a more accurate picture of
bilinguals’ global language competence.
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