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ELLs and Autism – Summary of Research Jan 2013 

 

Summary 

ELLs with autism: 

 Can become bilingual, just like ELLs without autism 

 Parents should speak and read with their children in their own first language, as 
with parents of ELLS without autism 

 Will acquire  language skills (including English and their first language) that are 
as strong as -- or stronger than -- those of monolingual students with autism 

 Need to use both languages to support each other (implications for first language 
in the classroom) 

 Need a team approach from schools – spec ed support working with ELL support 
  
 
Research 

Hambly, Catherine and Eric Fombonne (2011). “The Impact of Bilingual Environments 
on Language Development in Children with Autism Spectrum Disorders”. Journal 
of Autism and Developmental Disorders. – whole article not available 

 “Bilingually-exposed children with ASDs did not experience additional delays in 
language development.” 

 “Some children with language impairments and bilingual exposure acquire 
language to the same level as monolinguals do, but they do not suggest that all 
bilingually-exposed children with language impairments do.” 

 “A preference for non-speech over speech sounds reduces automatic orienting to 
speakers in the environment resulting in fewer opportunities for children with 
ASDs to analyze and sort the bilingual auditory input.” 

 “mingling of environmental noises with the speech signal that could mask the 
contrastive phonemes and stress patterns needed to sort languages and parse 
input within each language” 

 “typically-developing bilingually-exposed infants are slower than monolingual 
infants to encode and retrieve the phonetic details that help them to make novel 
object-word associations” 

 
Jegatheesan, Brinda (2011). “Multilingual Development in Children with Autism: 

Perspective of South Asian Muslim Immigrant Parents of Raising a Child with a 
Communicative Disorder in Multilingual contexts”. Bilingual Research Journal: 
The Journal of the National Association for Bilingual Education. Vol 34, issue 2.- 
whole article not available 

 “This study examined the perceptions of three Muslim families on multilingual 
development in their children with autism. Findings indicate that the families' goal 
of maintaining normalcy in their children's life could not be attained without 
immersion in multiple languages. They believe that immersion in multilingual 
contexts helped their children acquire and expand their linguistic repertoire and 
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enriched their familial and social relationships. Parents experienced hardships 
with professionals in receiving support in maintaining native-language use at 
home. Children who demonstrated language impairments during initial 
ethnographic observations showed significant progress in their multiple-language 
development toward the end of the study.” 

Petersen, Jill M. et al (date?)”An Exploratory Study of Lexical Skills in Bilingual Children 
with Autism Spectrum Disorder”.  Journal of Autism and Developmental 
Disorders. 

 

 “both groups [bilingual and non-bilingual] had equivalent scores on all but one 
measure of language and vocabulary” 

 “bilingual English-Chinese preschool-age children with ASD have the capacity to 
function successfully as bilinguals” 

 “bilingual children with language impairments may learn language at a slower 
pace and to a lesser extent that their typically-developing bilingual peers, but 
they do learn language to the same level as their monolingual peers with 
language learning difficulties.” 

 “no negative impact of bilingualism on language development in children with 
ASD” 

 “bilingual children had larger total production vocabularies and equivalent 
conceptual vocabulary and English vocabulary sizes compared to chronological-
age-matched monolingual children with ASD. This is consistent with previous 
research that has found typically-developing bilingual children to have conceptual 
vocabularies that are equal in size or larger than those of monolingual typcially 
developing children” 

 “speaking Chinese at home and English at school and in therapy does not 
appear to disadvantage their language development” 

 “diagnosis of ASD in a child who is raised bilingually should not result in an 
immediate recommendation to eliminate one of the languages.” 

 
Toppelber, Claudio et al (1999). “Severe Developmental Disorders and Bilingualism”. 

Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry”. Vol 38 (9) 
 

 “Determine the critical communicative needs of the child and the languages(s) 
with which the child absolutely must be familiar. Second, determine also (a) the 
child’s relative ability in the first and second language, (b) the willingness and 
ability of family members and school personnel to function in the various possible 
language and (c) the child’s attitude toward and aptitude for language in general” 

 “importance of maintaining the home language (for emotional and behavioural 
regulation and for family and cultural relatedness ) should be weighed against 
competing needs (such as learning the language of instruction, society and 
occupations) and limitations (such as the child’s inability to handle several 
languages). If parents are not highly proficient in the L2, L2 speaking at home 
should be discouraged” 

 “Provide optimal, intense, well-structured, native input in the language(s) it is 
determined the child absolutely must be familiar with.” 

 



Page 3 of 3 
 

 
Yahya, Saroya (2012). “Sight Vocabulary Acquisition I n ESL Students with Autism: A 

Case Study”. The International Journal of Learning. Vol 18, issue 7. 
 

 “one of the reasons that contribute to students with autism school failure is their 
limited sight vocabulary knowledge” 

 Some children with Autism have a strong visual memory; reading seems to 
develop through a sight-word approach and not through phonics – better at 
reading whole words 

 Students with autism have impairments in phonological processing ex. Phoneme 
deletion – has an effect on the development of their decoding skills 

 “ESL students with autism benefitted from teachers use of L1 in verifying 
understanding of the task and explaining word meanings from the target 
language” 

 “consider the use of L1 to support vocabulary learning” 

 “teachers use of L1 supports the development and acquisition of sight vocabulary 
for student with autism” 

 


