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I want to help my bilingual child speak well: 
How do I do it? 

 
 
 
Here are my 6 tips to help your bilingual child build a fluent and effective language: 
 

1. Know yourself well as a parent (know where you come from and be acceptant of 
the fact that you are not necessarily going to transmit everything you have 
received). At home, talking to your child in your native language, the language in 
which you are most comfortable, especially to express your emotions. 
 

2. Create a healthy and safe living environment: sleep routines, healthy eating, 
Contact with friends (language is something that needs to be alive; your child 
must have an interest in speaking his or her language with real people and an 
engaging context), etc. 

 
3. Listen to your child. Explaining what you are doing and rephrasing what your 

child is telling you helps to provide good language models that the child will 
learn over time. Avoid putting the child under pressure by asking him/her to 
repeat everything: she/he is not a parrot! 
 

4. Be in regular contact with the school and/or the nanny... they see your child 
with a different pair of eyes and can offer valuable understanding of your child. 
Keep in mind that you don't educate a child alone! 
 

5. Value your child's self-confidence (talk positively about his/her progress) and 
autonomy. 
 

6. Let go and delegate if necessary. Favor quality moments. Accept that setting up 
your child's bilingual language may take some time.  
Trust yourself! You are the person who knows your child best... if this bilingualism 
makes sense for you and your family, you will be able to set up the prerequisites 
for it to work naturally. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Helping your child to talk well and express 
himself/herself  
(= listen carefully, rephrase if necessary),  
is a GIFT FOR LIFE!   
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If my child has a "problem" ... 
What signs should alert me? 

 
 
 

 
Studies show that bilingualism does not induce language disorders. 

 
 
 
That being said, any language difficulty must be taken into account. 
Very often, the simple fact that the parent is accompanied and/or reassured already 
helps the child or teenager. 
 
An isolated symptom is meaningless. You have to see the whole context: 
 

 
− the child's gender,  
− position in the family/siblinghood 

(in case of siblings) 
− language(s) spoken,  
− type of bilingualism (intra-familial, 

school, etc...) and age of 
language acquisition 

− mode of care or schooling,  
− movings and/or expatriations,  
− psychomotor development,  
− sleep and food,  
− etc... 

 
 
 

 
That's why it's better to ask the advice of a specialist than to worry alone in front  
of your screen or on social networks where it will be very difficult to find a "case" 

similar to yours to be able to "compare" in a satisfactory way! 
 

 
 
A bilingual child under the age of 4 who does not always express himself fluently is 
perfectly normal, since he is still learning (and the languages are 'mixing').   
 
However, it is important to be alert to certain warning signs that would make your child 
need professional help.  
 
The list I propose in the table below is a summary of my 20 years of experience 
working with bilingual families (mixed and/or expatriate couples).   
 
It is not exhaustive, but it can guide you in your analysis (DON'T RELY ONLY ON THE 
RIGHT COLUMN: these are possible disorders, that's why I have to mention them... but 
most of the time, multilingual children have just a simple 'delay'... which is caught up 
when you take care of it). 
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Warning: amongst multilingual children, one should not confuse  

a language 'delay' and a language 'disorder'. 
 

 
 

- A language delay is a shift from the normal developmental curve of a child 
between 2 and 5 years of age.   
A language delay occurs when a child has difficulty learning new words or 
making complete sentences that are age-appropriate. However, it is important to 
remember that the so-called "normal" curve can vary from child to child, from 
gender to gender, and from environment to environment. 
 

- Language impairment is a delay that persists in children beyond the age of 5 
years.  
This disorder can manifest itself in different ways: articulatory difficulties that 
prevent the correct pronunciation of certain sounds, developmental language 
disorder (dysphasia, which translates into difficulties understanding language or 
expression), stuttering or other. 
 

Be in regular contact with the nanny, the nursery, the school...  
These people know your child in a different setting than the family and their 
observations/comments can be valuable. 
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List of possible language disorders in the 

bilingual child (or child growing up in a 
multilingual environment) 

 
 
 

 
At what age 

should I start to 
worry? 

(these are 
indications, 

variable 
according to the 

child's path) 
 

 
The signs that should alert you: 

If your child... 

 
Pathology(ies) to be suspected 

(Only a medical team, often 
multi-disciplinary, will be able to make a 

reliable diagnosis) 
 

At any time  - Doesn't seem to respond to noise. 
- Presents recurrent ENT infections (ear, nose 
and throat infections...). 
- Has difficulty understanding or answering 
questions. 
 
- Does not understand the language of daily 
life. 
- Speaks very little. 
- Seems disinterested in others around him. 
- Makes no (or very little) progress in language 
despite socialization.  
 
- Adults are surprised by his/her behaviour 
(isolation, withdrawal, opposition, 
aggressiveness). 
- Manifest repeated somatic complaints (e.g., 
bellyache, headache, various pains with no 
obvious medical cause)  
 
 
 
- Hesitates much when he/she speaks. 
- Repeats the sounds several times before 
speaking. 
- Blocks at the beginning of the sentence (with 
or without tightening of the mouth/jaw) 
 

Deafness. 
 
 
 
 
 
Pervasive developmental disorders 
(autism, etc.). 
Intellectual disability. 
 
 
 
 
Oral or written language disorders. 
Pervasive developmental disorders 
(autism, etc). 
Intellectual disability. 
Anxiety disorders. 
Depressive disorders.  
ADHD (Attention Deficit Disorder with or 
without Hyperactivity).  
 
Stuttering (physiological) 
Slurred 
Stuttering/stammering 

Around 2 years 
old 

- Do not attempt to say or repeat words. 
- Do not point. 
- Has no joint attention (is not interested in 
what is being shown), makes little chirping and 
smiles little. 
 

Deafness. 
Delayed speech and/or language. 
Intellectual disability. 
Pervasive developmental disorders. 

Around 2 ½ years  - Does not understand simple sentences 
(subject + verb). 

Deafness. 
Speech and/or language delay. 
Intellectual disability. 
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- Does not have 50 words of vocabulary (all 
languages combined). 
- Does not pronounce consonants well. 
 

Pervasive developmental disorders 

Around 3 years 
old 

- Is not able to carry out a simple verbal 
instruction (e.g. show me your ears, give me 
your shoe...). 
- Does not associate 2 words to make a 
sentence. 
- Cannot be understood by others.  
 

Deafness. 
Delayed speech and/or language. 
Intellectual deficiency. 
Pervasive developmental disorders 

Around 3 ½ years  - Difficulty understanding sentences out of 
context. 
- Cannot understand questions such as: What? 
Where? Who? 
- Doesn't make (or repeat) any sentences with 
3 elements (subject + verb + complementary 
word). 
- Constantly looks for words to express his 
ideas. 
- Is only understood by his close family. 
 

Deafness. 
Speech and/or language delay. 
Intellectual deficiency. 
Developmental language disorder 
(formerly called dysphasia): receptive 
(mainly affects comprehension), 
expressive (mainly affects oral 
expression) or mixed (both sides are 
affected). 

From 4 years old  - Has difficulty understanding language when 
sentences are a little long, complex or 
abstract. 
- Has a limited and imprecise vocabulary that 
does not allow him/her to socialize with peers. 
- Does not name colours, has difficulty 
understanding spatial prepositions such as 
"above, below, in front...". 
- Makes only poorly constructed sentences. 
- Does not have the basic vocabulary and 
syntax to tell simple and recent events in his 
daily life. 
- Cannot take part in a conversation, often 
simplifies words, which makes him 
unintelligible.  
 

Deafness. 
Speech and/or language delay. 
Intellectual disability. 
Developmental language disorder 
(formerly called dysphasia): receptive 
(mainly affects comprehension), 
expressive (mainly affects speaking) or 
mixed (both sides are affected). 

From the age of 
5 years 

- Some sounds are mispronounced. 
 
 
- Does not organize his speech and language 
properly when he speaks. 
- Does not understand well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
- Is not interested in the 'sound form' of 
language: does not perceive rhythm, rhymes, 
or the number of syllables in a word 
(phonological awareness). 
- Is poorly organized in space and time. 
 

Articulatory disorder (may be on an 
isolated sound) 
 
Language delay. 
Intellectual disability. 
Developmental language disorder 
(formerly called dysphasia): receptive 
(mainly affects comprehension), 
expressive (mainly affects speaking) or 
mixed (both sides are affected). 
 
 
Risk of difficulties learning written 
language. 

At the end of 
grade 1 (or 
equivalent CP) 

- Has difficulty learning to read.  Delays in the acquisition of written 
language. 
Intellectual disability. 
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- Has difficulty copying words without error (in 
scripted or cursive writing, depending on the 
school system in which he/she is). 
 

Visual impairment. 
Hearing impairment. 
 

From grade 3 
onwards 
(CE2 equivalent) 

- Does not master reading (deciphers so 
laboriously that he/she cannot make sense of 
it). 
- Does not master the graphic gesture (the 
graphic is uncertain). 
- Spelling is spontaneously deficient 
(omissions of letters or even syllables, 
confusion of sounds, inversions of letters in 
words, etc.). 
 

Dyslexia 
Dysorthography 
Dyspraxia 

As a teenager  - Bilingual teenagers or ETC-TCK* (Third 
Culture Kids) often need reassurance because 
they don't often “fit into the mould" . 
- A few sessions can be a good prevention to 
avoid a 'discomfort' (understanding where I 
come from, why I'm constantly searching for 
my words, etc.). 
 

This is not a disorder strictly speaking, but 
a discomfort felt by the adolescent. 
 
*Term from Dr. David Pollock and Dr. Ruth 
Van Reken. Their definition of a Third 
Culture Kid (TCK) is the most accurate and 
comprehensive: "A Third Culture Kid (TCK) is 
a person who has spent a significant 
portion of his or her growing years in a 
culture other than that of his or her parents. 
He or she develops relationships with each 
of these cultures and identifies to some 
extent with them, but does not consider 
himself or herself an integral part of them. 
Even though different elements of each 
culture assimilate into his/her experience 
and influence his/her value system and 
way of life, his/her sense of belonging goes 
to those who have a similar experience to 
his/hers." 
 

 
 
If there is any doubt about your child's language development, it is strongly 
recommended: 
 

- to have your child's hearing checked by an ear, nose and throat (ENT) specialist: if 
the child does not reproduce well the sounds he discriminates/recognizes, and 
the words he hears well. 

- to have vision tested: the child looks a lot at 
the adult's mouth when the adult speaks. If 
there is a visual impairment, language will be 
affected. 

 
 
USEFUL INFO: In the case of a disorder, the earlier 
the treatment, the more the language disorder can 
be compensated for. 
 
I am at your disposal to inform, advise and 
accompany you if you wish. 
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Domi de Laporte 
Speech and Language Therapist 
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