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RAISING A BILINGUAL CHILD: ANSWERS TO SOME COMMON QUESTIONS 

What is the current recommendation on whether you 
should raise a child bilingually?  

Current guidance recommends that parents use the language(s) they feel most 
comfortable speaking with their children. In general, there is no reason to stop 
speaking your home language to your child because they are learning another 
language.  1

There is no one correct way to raise a bilingual child. What works for your family 
may not work for another, and you do not need to strictly speak only one language 
to your child or follow a particular bilingual parenting strategy perfectly.  What 2

matters is giving children regular opportunities to hear and use their languages 
through meaningful interactions. Talk to your child about everyday life, tell stories, 
play together, sing songs, read books and involve them in conversations with 
relatives and other speakers of the language.  3

Children are capable of learning more than one language, and growing up 
bilingually does not confuse children or cause speech or language problems.  4

Bilingual children’s language development can sometimes look different from that 
of monolingual children.  For example, children may use sounds or words from one 5

language when speaking the other, and some may initially appear to be behind their 
monolingual peers in school. As children age and gain more experience using both 
languages, they generally become better at keeping their languages separate, and 
gaps between monolingual and bilingual children tend to narrow.  There is no 6

evidence that children need to give up their home language in order to learn 
English successfully.  

What can I do if I'm not sure my child has understood 
what I’ve said? 

Encourage your child to let you know if they haven’t understood what you’ve said to 
them. You can plan out a response to this scenario as a family. Having options in 
mind ahead of time can help you respond to these situations when they arise. 
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If you are unsure whether your child has understood you, you can: 
Use context or gestures, such as pointing, miming, or using pictures.  
Rephrase what you’ve said with more familiar words or simpler sentence 
structures.  
Repeat or explain an unfamiliar word while keeping the rest of the sentence in 
the original language.  
Check their understanding by asking them to show you something or respond 
to what you’ve said, rather than asking, “Do you understand me?” 

If your child is still struggling to understand you, it is okay to use another language 
to help them. Recent research suggests that you do not need to keep both 
languages completely separate in order for your children to learn both of their 
languages successfully.  7

What can I do if my child doesn’t want to answer in 
the home language? How much should I push them? 

Remember that speaking and listening are different skills. Children often understand 
more of a language than they are able to produce.  Answering you in another 8

language does not necessarily mean that they don’t appreciate their additional 
language(s) or wish to learn and speak them. 

If your child regularly avoids answering in the home language, it can be helpful to 
try and find out why. You can ask them how they feel about the language and if 
anything might make it easier for them. Involve your child in trying to think of 
solutions for your family together. 

Encourage your child to answer you in the home language while keeping things 
positive.  You can: 9

Repeat what your child has said in the home language and see if this leads them 
to switch back.  
Help your child by giving them a word or the start of a sentence when they get 
stuck, or give them more time to answer you.  
Limit corrections and interruptions, and try to expand on their answers rather 
than correct every mistake.  
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Tie language use to specific routines (bedtime, bathtime, school run, etc.) to 
make its use more predictable.  
Try using games, silly voices, and playful repetition to give children opportunities 
to use the language without making speaking it feel like a test.  10

Help your child develop positive feelings about their home language and culture 
by talking about why the language matters to your family.  11

If encouraging your child to speak is creating tension or conflict in the family, 
prioritise your family well-being. Maintaining your language matters, but so do 
positive communication and relationships.  12

Lastly, language development is not always straightforward, and children’s (and 
parents’!) use of their languages can change as they grow.  If your child goes 13

through a period of using one of their languages less, this does not mean that you 
have missed out on your only opportunity to teach them your language(s). 
Research suggests that early exposure to a language can leave children with lasting 
advantages even if they stop speaking the language for a period of time,  and that 14

children can return to speaking a language after taking a break.  Keeping the 15

language present in positive ways can leave the door open for your children to 
return to it when they are ready. This does not mean that taking a break has no 
effect, but language learning is not “now or never.” 

Is supplementary school worth it? Would my child 
have the same language outcomes without it? 

Unfortunately, there is limited research looking into the effects of supplementary 
language programmes, so there isn’t a simple answer to this question.  It is also 16

important to keep in mind that not all supplementary or Saturday schools are the 
same. Programmes can vary in how often children attend and what they are taught. 
This means that the experience and potential benefits may vary from one 
programme to another. 

What we do know is that supplementary school is only one part of a child’s 
language development. Everyday exposure to language is important for 
development, and attending supplementary school alone has not been shown to 
lead to stronger spoken language skills.  17
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However, supplementary school can provide opportunities for language learning 
that may be harder to find elsewhere. Attending supplementary school has been 
shown to support children in learning to read and write in their additional 
language(s).  Additionally, supplementary schools can also provide opportunities 18

for children to learn about their culture,  strengthen their sense of identity,  and 19 20

meet other children from their language community. 

There is no evidence that every child needs to attend supplementary school in 
order to maintain their language, but there is evidence suggesting it can offer 
important benefits. When deciding whether supplementary school is right for your 
family, it may help to consider what you hope your child will get from the 
experience. 

Is all of this work worth it? Am I asking too much of 
my children or making life too hard for them? 

Raising bilingual children can take time and effort, and many parents wonder 
whether they are doing the right thing or how best to support their children. 
Research suggests that it is worth it to teach your child your language(s) as 
speaking the family language can have important benefits for children’s well-
being.  It can help with their sense of identity and connection to their culture,  and 21 22

can strengthen their relationships with family members.  23

Children do not need to become “perfect” bilinguals to experience these benefits. It 
is completely normal for a bilingual child to be stronger in one language than 
another.  24

It is also okay to acknowledge that maintaining multiple languages can sometimes 
be difficult. Our own research suggests that children can be aware of these 
difficulties and still value being bilingual. Something being difficult does not mean 
that it isn’t valuable, and you can explain this to your children. 
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Additional Resources: 

Bilingual Families: A Practical Language Planning Guide – Eowyn Crisfield 
A Parents’ and Teachers’ Guide to Bilingualism – Colin Baker 
National Literacy Trust Bilingual Quick Tips 
Bilingualism Matters 
Kletsheads Podcast 
Episodes 20 & 21 of The Language Revolution 
Babel Babies [YouTube] [Spotify] 

 American Academy of Pediatrics, & American Speech-Language-Hearing Association. (2025, November 1

20). Young children learning multiple languages: Parent FAQs. HealthyChildren.org. https://
www.healthychildren.org/English/ages-stages/gradeschool/school/Pages/7-Myths-Facts-Bilingual-Children-
Learning-Language.aspx ; NHS. (2023, April 26). Help your baby learn to talk. https://www.nhs.uk/baby/babys-
development/play-and-learning/help-your-baby-learn-to-talk/

 Byers-Heinlein, K., & Lew-Williams, C. (2013). Bilingualism in the early years: What the science says. LEARNing 2

landscapes, 7(1), 95–112. https://doi.org/10.36510/learnland.v7i1.632 ; Temkin, A. (n.d.). The experts’ guide to 
raising a bilingual child. The Times. https://www.thetimes.com/life-style/parenting/article/parenting-guide-
raising-bilingual-child-t9pv6xg8l

 Communication Health Support Association. (n.d.). Learning more than one language. https://3

helpingyoucommunicate.org/article/learning-more-than-one-language ; Paradis, J. (2023). Sources of individual 
differences in the dual language development of heritage bilinguals. Journal of Child Language, 50(4), 793–817. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000922000708

 Genesee, F. (2015). Myths about early childhood bilingualism. Canadian Psychology / Psychologie canadienne, 4

56(1), 6–15. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0038599

 Hoff E. (2023). Commonalities, differences, and differences that matter between monolingual and bilingual 5

development. Journal of child language, 50(4), 818–822. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000922000770

 Hambly, H., Wren, Y., McLeod, S., & Roulstone, S. (2013). The influence of bilingualism on speech production: A 6

systematic review. International Journal of Language & Communication Disorders, 48(1), 1–24. https://doi.org/
10.1111/j.1460-6984.2012.00178.x ; Cobb-Clark, D.A.., Harmon, C. & Staneva, A. (2021). The bilingual gap in 
children's language, emotional, and pro-social development. IZA Journal of Labor Economics, 10(1), https://
doi.org/10.2478/izajole-2021-0001

 Paquette, A., & Byers-Heinlein, K. (2025). Parental language mixing in Montreal: Rates, predictors, and relation 7

to infants’ vocabulary size. Behavioral Sciences, 15(10), Article 1371. https://doi.org/10.3390/bs15101371 ; 
Verhoeven, E., van Witteloostuijn, M., Oudgenoeg-Paz, O., & Blom, E. (2026). To mix or not to mix? The relation 
between parental language mixing and bilingual children’s language outcomes. Bilingualism, 29(2), 475–489. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1366728925100175

 Giguere, D., & Hoff, E. (2022). Bilingual development in the receptive and expressive domains: They 8

differ. International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 25(10), 3849–3858. https://doi.org/
10.1080/13670050.2022.2087039

 Mumy, A. P. (2012, August 16). Tips for parents raising bilingual children: When the home language differs from 9

the community language. The ASHA LeaderLive. https://leader.pubs.asha.org/do/10.1044/tips-for-parents-
raising-bilingual-children-when-the-home-language-differs-from-the-community-language/full/

 Cantas, N. (2024). Negotiating family language policy: Emotional experiences and playful language input in 10

heritage language learning. Modern Language Journal, 108, 37–55. https://doi.org/10.1111/modl.12897
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 Bosire, J. P. O., Johnson, V. J., & Andrew, A. A. (2024). Cultural and linguistic adaptation of parent-implemented 11

language interventions for at-risk children: A systematic review. Journal of Research in Childhood Education, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02568543.2024.2373312

 deSouza, D. K., Lin, H., & Cox, R. B. (2023). Immigrant parents and children navigating two languages: A 12

scoping review. Journal of Family Theory and Review, 15(1), 133–161. https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12484

 Montrul, S. (2023). Heritage languages: Language acquired, language lost, language regained. Annual Review 13

of Linguistics, 9, 399–418. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-linguistics-030521-050236

 Au, T. K., Oh, J. S., Knightly, L. M., Jun, S.-A., & Romo, L. F. (2008). Salvaging a childhood language. Journal of 14

Memory and Language, 58(4), 998–1011. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jml.2007.11.001 ; Oh, J. S., Au, T. K., & Jun, S. A. 
(2010). Early childhood language memory in the speech perception of international adoptees. Journal of Child 
Language, 37(5), 1123–1132. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305000909990286

 Flores, C. (2020), Attrition and reactivation of a childhood language: The case of returnee heritage speakers. 15

Language Learning, 70, 85–121. https://doi.org/10.1111/lang.12350 ; Little, S., & Little, T. (2022). An un/familiar 
space: children and parents as collaborators in autoethnographic family research. Qualitative Research, 22(4), 
632–648. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794121999018

 Nordstrom, J., Cruickshank, K., & Bai, E. L. (2024). Community language schools: a scoping review of research, 16

2001 to 2023. Cambridge Journal of Education, 54(5), 589–605. https://doi.org/
10.1080/0305764X.2024.2409184

 Çiftci, A. (2026). How Turkish supplementary schools in the UK boost vocabulary in bilingual children (ages 4–17

8). Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 47(1), 487–506. https://doi.org/
10.1080/01434632.2024.2393712 ; Papastergiou, A., & Sanoudaki, E. (2022). Language skills in Greek-English 
bilingual children attending Greek supplementary schools in England. International Journal of Bilingual 
Education and Bilingualism, 25(8), 2834–2852. https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2021.1980496

 Makarova, V., & Xiang, Q. (2026). Heritage language acquisition and community language schools: Mandarin 18

Chinese in Saskatchewan, Canada. Frontiers in Education, 11, Article 1772909. https://doi.org/10.3389/
feduc.2026.1772909

 Lam, V. L., Chaudry, F. R., Pinder, M., & Sura, T. (2020). British Sikhs in complementary schooling: the role of 19

heritage language proficiency and ‘culture learning’ in ethnic identity and bicultural adaptation. Language and 
Education, 34(1), 81–96. https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2019.1634095

 Husain, L., & Lam, V. (2023). Growing up bilingual: language proficiency, social identities and competences of 20

complementary school-attendees and non-attendees in the UK. Language and Education, 37(1), 54–70. https://
doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2021.1983586 ; Ozers, L. (2025). Maintaining ethnic identity and heritage language 
through community involvement: a case study of third-generation Australian-Latvians. Journal of Baltic 
Studies, 56(3), 599–620. https://doi.org/10.1080/01629778.2024.2407872

 Müller, L.-M., Howard, K., Wilson, E., Gibson, J., & Katsos, N. (2020). Bilingualism in the family and child well-21

being: A scoping review. International Journal of Bilingualism, 24(5–6), 1049–1070. https://doi.org/
10.1177/1367006920920939

 Mu, G. M. (2015). A meta-analysis of the correlation between heritage language and ethnic identity. Journal of 22

Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 36(3), 239–254. https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2014.909446 ; 
Shen, C., & Jiang, W. (2021). Heritage language maintenance and identity among the second-generation 
Chinese-Australian children. Bilingual Research Journal, 44(1), 6–22. https://doi.org/
10.1080/15235882.2021.1890650

 Oh, J. S., & Fuligni, A. J. (2010). The role of heritage language development in the ethnic identity and family 23

relationships of adolescents from immigrant backgrounds. Social Development, 19(1), 202–220. https://doi.org/
10.1111/j.1467-9507.2008.00530.x

 Hoff, E., & Core, C. (2015). What clinicians need to know about bilingual development. Seminars in Speech and 24

Language, 17(2), 89–99. https://doi.org/10.1055/s-0035-1549104
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What did we learn from our study? 

We spoke with 10 children and 10 parents from 8 different bi-/multilingual families 
living in the US and the UK to learn more about their experiences. Children were 
aged 7–11, and spoke 8 different languages in addition to English: Dutch, French, 
German, Greek, Hindi, Russian, Swiss German, and Telugu.  

Here are some of the things we learned: 

Both parents and children valued bilingualism – but sometimes for different 
reasons. 
Overall, both the parents and children we spoke to felt positively about bilingualism 
and using their languages. However, while parents often focused on both the 
current and future benefits bilingualism could offer, children appeared to focus 
more on its benefits in their lives now.  

In particular, children tended to emphasise the ability to communicate with more 
people. This suggests that having opportunities to use their languages outside of 
the family may be particularly meaningful to them. 

For children, being bilingual can be valuable and challenging at the same time. 
Children spoke positively about being bilingual, but they also shared that they could 
feel frustrated with some aspects of using their languages, like comprehension or 
supplementary schooling. 

These two experiences can exist together. A child can value being bilingual while 
also finding parts of learning and using their languages challenging. 

Recognising these challenges does not mean that bilingualism has failed, or that a 
child does not appreciate being bilingual. Instead, listening to what children find 
difficult may help families find ways of supporting their languages that work better 
for them. 

Maintaining a language is something families navigate together. 
From the experiences shared in our study and those from previous studies, it is 
clear that maintaining a language is not something parents do alone. Bilingualism is 
better understood as an ongoing process that parents and children navigate 
together, and there is no single way that bilingual family life should look. 

Thank you again for taking part in our study! 
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Being Bilingual

Being bilingual means knowing two languages – and there are lots of bilingual 
people in the world, just like you! In fact, researchers think that about half of the 
world’s population is bilingual or multilingual. That’s over 4 billion people! 

Some people are multilingual, which means they know 3, 4, or even 5 or more 
languages. There is no limit to the number of languages you can learn. 

There are lots of different ways to be bilingual. You might speak one language at 
school and one at home. You might speak one language more than another. You 
might understand a language but find it a bit trickier to speak it. Your languages can 
change as you grow older, too. All of these are ways of being bilingual! 

How does it feel to be bilingual? 
Some children really like speaking two 
languages. They like being able to talk to 
more people, or visit a different country 
and speak to people who live there. 
Sometimes your languages might even 
feel like a secret language! 

But being bilingual isn’t always easy. 
Sometimes you might find it difficult to 
understand what someone’s said, or you might know how to say something in one 
language but not another. Learning to read and write in another language or going 
to language school can be hard work, too. 

You might feel some of these things, too. 
Or you might feel completely differently, 
and that’s okay! You can like being 
bilingual and still find parts of it difficult. 
You can feel proud of your languages 
sometimes and frustrated at other times. 
Most importantly, what you think about 
your languages matters. 
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I’m sometimes proud if I 
get lots of things right. I'm 
happy, but sometimes if it's 
really hard afterwards, I 

feel really tired.

It's nice to speak two languages 
‘cause… not only you can learn 
them, but it's also that you can 
go to those places and actually 
speak with somebody. So you're 
not alone speaking with yourself.



What do you think?
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My languages are:

Something I like about knowing my languages is:

Something I find tricky about knowing my languages is:

Something I’d like my family to know is:
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