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At Shire Oak, we celebrate the many languages our children speak. It is really 

helpful to us if you tell us about all the languages your child speaks at home. 

 

We hope this leaflet will be helpful, but please come and talk to us if you have 

any other questions about your child’s language.  

 

Bilingualism: Frequently Asked Questions 

 

Is it an advantage to speak more than one language? 

Yes. Bilingualism helps children’s learning because they can think about their 

ideas in both languages. They can communicate with more people in their 

community and internationally and understand different cultures. They stay 

connected to their family, so they feel secure in their identity and have more 

self-confidence. This helps them do well at school. They can learn other lan-

guages more easily and have more job opportunities in the future. 

 

Is it true that all bilingual children start to speak later than monolingual  

children? 

There is no evidence that bilingual children learn to speak later. Some children, 

whether bilingual or monolingual, learn to speak later than others. 

 

Should parents speak their mother tongue at home? 

Yes. If children know their first language well, it will help them learn English. 

When they understand an idea in their first language (such as numbers or   

colours), they easily pick up the English word that means the same thing. They 

also know how to use grammar and vocabulary in their first language, so they 

can quickly work out what is similar or different about the English language. 

 



Isn’t it better for parents to speak English instead? 

No. It’s very important that parents use the language they know best and feel 

most comfortable in. This is how you can help children develop language, talk 

about ideas and learn about the world. A child benefits from learning a         

language from their parents if the parents are confident in that language. A 

child who develops good use of mother tongue is more likely to develop good 

English. But if parents use English instead, children will lose their mother 

tongue. Neither language will progress and the child can have problems in 

both languages. 

 

Parents often find their children refuse to speak their first language at 

home and insist on speaking English. What should they do about this? 

Children quickly find out that English is the most powerful language in our     

society and they often pick up the message that other languages are less  val-

uable. It is important to keep speaking your first language, even if your child 

answers in English. Children will understand what has been said and continue 

learning the language. Parents can also tell stories and sing songs with their 

children, borrow books in their language from the library, and watch TV       

programmes or videos and talk about them together. They can take their     

children to community language classes and social events so they meet others 

who speak their language. Visiting family back home gives children a strong 

motivation to communicate with cousins and grandparents. Although it may be 

hard work to keep up the first language, children will thank their parents when 

they are older and they understand the advantages of being bilingual. 

 

Some parents say they are not teaching their child their family's lan-

guage, because they want them to learn English first. 

Many parents say this. It is important to remember that the younger a child is, 

the easier it is to learn a language. Also many children feel left out in their  

families when everyone around them is speaking a language they cannot     

understand. Children in this situation also miss out on all the advantages of  

bilingualism and can develop serious identity problems as they grow up. 

 

 



Some children tell their parents not to speak their language to them in 

the school playground or in public. 

Children who are not encouraged from a very young age to feel very proud of 

their language and culture can feel like this. Also children who are teased at 

school may feel embarrassed. At Shire Oak, we see bilingualism as an extra 

skill which the child has and try to encourage them to use it when possible 

but if you are concerned about teasing, please let us know. Some children  

respond very well to being told of the advantages of being bilingual. Attending 

classes at a community language school can also help children to feel much 

more positive about their bilingualism. 

 

What about children who have speech problems and are seeing a 

speech therapist? Should the parents stop speaking their first language 

at home and speak only English (even if their English is not very good)? 

There is no evidence that bilingualism will make it harder for children with 

speech problems to develop speech. If the family stops speaking their       

language to a child who already has a speech problem there is a possibility 

that the child will become even more isolated and unable to speak. If       

communication in the family is difficult in English, this can only add to the 

problems. A child with a speech problem needs to be surrounded by people 

who feel confident in their use of language so that he has positive role     

models. Some researchers in this field even think that bilingualism can be 

very positive for these children. 

 

If a child is growing up with two languages (for example, Cantonese and 

English) and she sometimes uses English words when speaking Can-

tonese or vice versa, is she confused? 

Children will use words that they know rather than not say anything at all. For 

instance, if a child knows the word for 'ice cream' in one language and not the 

other she will use the word in the language she knows rather than not ask for 

ice cream at all. The child is not confused; she is simply making use of all the 

language she has.  

 

The information  in this leaflet is provided by The National Literacy Trust.  

www.literacytrust.org.uk 


