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Bilingualism/Multilingualism
Worldwide, there are more people who speak two or more languages than people who speak only
one language.i So, in fact, multilingualism is the norm, while learning only one language is the
exception. There are many ways to learn a second or third language: one language at home and a
different language at daycare, two languages at home, two languages at home and a third at school,
just to name a few. Languages can be learned at the same time (simultaneous bilingualism) or one
after the other (sequential bilingualism). A second language can also be learned later in childhood or
even in adulthood.
Being skilled in more than one language brings about many advantages which include increased
employment opportunities and sharpened cognitive skills.ii Nonetheless, there are many myths
surrounding multilingualism, especially when we are talking about children with delays or impairment
in one or more areas of their development.
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Myth # 1

Myth # 2

Myth # 3

Exposing my child to two or more
languages will lead to language
confusion:

To avoid confusing my child, people
around him should each speak only
one language:

If my child is having difficulty learning
a first language, I should not expose
him to a second or third language:

FALSE. Children are generally
very good at knowing which
language is which. Many do
mix words from each language
when speaking (referred to as
code-mixing), but this is not a
sign of confusion. It is in fact a
communicative resource in that
children will often use a word
from another language when
they do not know the word in
the language that is being
spoken.iii Furthermore, we know
that children tend to mix
languages to the same extent
as their parents, so they are
really just doing what they have
been taught to do.iv

FALSE. We now know that this is
not necessary and, in fact, it is very
hard to do. Even when we think we
are only using one language, we
often mix two or more languages
without realizing it. Doing this will
not cause a problem.

FALSE. Many believe that this
is true because they think that
if one language is hard, two or
more languages must be harder.
This is not true. There are many
aspects of language that transfer
naturally from one language to
another and therefore learning
two languages is not like learning
one language twice over. Think
of children who learn to read in
their first language when they
have only received reading
instruction in their second
language—it often happens
naturally on its own. Even
children with a language impairment, intellectual impairmentiv,
or autism spectrum disordervii can
learn another language as well as
they learned or are learning their
first language. Learning another
language will not aggravate their
language difficulties.

Myth # 4
In order to best prepare my child for school success, I should
expose him to the language of education as soon as possible
and as much as possible:
FALSE. What is most important is to expose your child
to the richest language forms possible and to build on
your child’s language by always presenting language
models that are slightly more complex than their current language level. We also know that children who
continue to be exposed to their home language do better in school than children whose families discontinue
or reduce the home language in favour of greater exposure to the language of schooling.viii

Myth # 5
In order to learn a language well, a child must learn
a language early:
FALSE. It is never too late, or too early, to learn
a language.

What do I need to do to make sure that my child learns the language well?
Certain basic conditions are necessary. These include:
• Good language models: each person should only speak to the child in a language that they master fully.
• Sufficient exposure: at least 30% exposure to a language is necessary for your child to be able to use that
language to communicate.ix Around 40% exposure is necessary in order to be as proficient as a
monolingual child in that language.x To see whether your child receives enough exposure to the language,
calculate the approximate percentage for all of his waking hours over a given week.
• Sustained language exposure: the exposure to the language should not just be once in a while, it should be
continuous.
If I do not speak the language well enough, how can I make sure that my child has enough exposure to a second or
third language?
• Audio books and podcasts
• Extra-curricular activities in the language
• Seeking out daycare or school settings where the language is used or taught
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