Encouraging Bilingual Babies and Toddlers

Many families in the Early Intervention program speak different languages at home. This
diversity is good for our communities, state, and society. By supporting bilingual families, we
are helping children succeed. However, some parents have questions and concerns about
children learning more than one language at once.

<

¥ Should | talk to my child in my home language?

Yes. Talking to your children from birth is important for both emotional well-being and language de-
velopment. Children who consistently hear two languages at home will learn to speak both. How fast
they learn both languages can vary. They are most likely to start using the language of their mother or
primary caregiver while still developing their other language.

Children benefit emotionally from knowing their home language. Children grow and learn best when
they feel safe and secure. Building a connection with your home language will offer another way to
let your child know they are an active, vital part of your life. Using your home language connects your
children to you, the rest of their family, and their culture and community.

Research also shows that children who speak two or more languages also benefit in cognitive develop-
ment. Speak your language with your child at home every day.

¥ How can my child learn to talk in two languages?

Children become bilingual early from hearing more than one language at home or from hearing dif-
ferent languages in different settings, such as home and day care. Babies older than 6 months begin

to show a preference for the language they hear most frequently. Children who hear and learn to talk
in both English and another language may meet language milestones a little bit later than those with
only one language. This is normal. Often bilingual children mix their two languages, and this is per-
fectly normal. Using words from both languages is quite common and actually helps children learn and
sort out some of the vocabulary and rules in their brain. As they grow, they will get better at knowing
the difference between the different languages.

& What if 'm worried that my child’s language is delayed?

Children who do not speak or who are very delayed in reaching expected language milestones may
have a specific language disorder (SLD). If you're concerned your child may have one, then she should
be evaluated in her dominant language. Research indicates a bilingual child with an SLD will display
similar delays in both languages. Ideally, this child would receive intervention in both languages. There
may be a therapist available who speaks your home language. If not, talk to your provider about spe-
cific activities you can do with your child in both English and your home language.

For more information on what happens during a typical El visit, see the lllinois Early Intervention
Clearinghouse Web site at http://eiclearinghouse.org.
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