
Raising multilingual children
By Brooke Mitchell, Speech Pathologist, Learning Links

Learning more than one 
language can be a rewarding 

experience for children. Being 
able to communicate means 
we can relate positively to the 
people in our lives. Children who 
use more than one language 
can understand and relate to a 
wider range of people in their 
community and have the ability to 
express themselves in more than 
one way.

How children learn more 
than one language

At the same time
Two languages are learnt from birth e.g. 
one parent speaks Vietnamese and the 
other Cantonese, from the time the child 
is born. The child learns languages at 
the same time. The child goes through 
the following stages:

–	 The child mixes the languages in 
short phrases and sentences.

–	 They start to understand when to 
use particular words with different 
people.

–	 At 3-4 years of age, children have 
an increasing awareness of which 
words belong with which language 
and start to use words with the right 
language.

–	 Most often, one language is used 
more and becomes the main 
language.

One at a time 
One language is learnt first and the 
second is learnt later e.g. the child learns 
Arabic at home and then English when 
they start preschool. The child goes 
through the following stages:

–	 The child observes and may be 
quieter than usual for a time. They 
may communicate non-verbally e.g. 
through gestures and pointing and 
then start to use whole memorised 
phrases.

–	 The child starts to talk in the second 
language and may make some errors 
in that language.

–	 They then attempt to speak correctly 
in the second language (vocabulary, 
grammar, sentence structure).

Your child’s ability to learn more than 
one language is influenced by their 
motivation, interests and personality. 
It helps when children hear clear and 
correct language in all of the languages 
they are exposed to. Below are some 
tips to help the process. 

Tips to help children learn 
more than one language
•	 Always use your home language 

when talking with your child. Try to 
use your home language 90% of the 
time (you will find it difficult to use it 
all the time). 

•	 By speaking in your home language, 
you will be providing the best 
language model for your child. The 
best way for a child to learn a second 
language is to work on and maintain 
their home language. The stronger a 
first language, the easier it is to learn 
a second language. 

•	 Expose your child to your own 
language in many ways – share 
books, songs and games with your 
child in your home language. 

•	 Talk with your child in your home 
language while doing everyday 
activities e.g. hanging out the 
washing and playing at the park. 
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Children who use more than one language can 
understand and relate to a wider range of people 
in their community and have the ability to express 

themselves in more than one way.

Your child’s ability to 
learn more than one 

language is influenced 
by their motivation, 

interests and 
personality.



Learning Links is a non-profit charity assisting 
children who have difficulty learning and their 
families.
We raise funds to help children from birth to 18 years 
by offering a range of services including the following.
Early Childhood Services for children from birth to 
six years.
Early childhood intervention and support for very 
young children.
•	 �An inclusive preschool for children with and 

without additional needs.
•	 �An assessment and consultancy service for families 

who are concerned about their young child’s 
development.

•	 �Specialist early childhood intervention and therapy.

School Age Services for children from Kindergarten 
to Year 12 who have low support needs.
•	 �Comprehensive assessments.
•	 �Small group literacy and numeracy support.
•	 �Occupational and speech therapy.
•	 �Outreach programs.
•	 �Reading and Counting for Life Programs for children 

falling behind in reading and numeracy at school.

Family Services helping and supporting families and 
health professionals.
•	 �Centre and home-based family counselling.
•	 �Parenting Programs and groups for families.
•	 �Case Management Services.

Professional Development for teachers, health 
professionals and parents.
•	 �Presentations, workshops and advice on identifying 

and helping children with learning difficulties, 
learning disabilities and developmental delays.

Learning Links has services in five Sydney 
locations. We also offer some services to children 
in country NSW, the ACT, and some programs 
Australia-wide and in New Zealand. A complete 
list of locations and contact numbers is on the 
back cover.
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What to expect
•	 You may find your child mixes two 

languages in one sentence e.g. “I 
want aqua”. This is a natural and 
important part of learning more than 
one language. 

•	 Your child may go through a period 
of being quieter than usual, as they 
are observing which words belong 
with which language. This may last 
several months, but it is a normal 
stage some children go through 
in developing an understanding 
of language. Try not to pressure 
them during this time, but if you are 
concerned, talk to your G.P. or Early 
Childhood Nurse.

•	 Your child may also stop 
communicating in their home 
language for a while, while learning a 
second language.

•	 Your child will develop a main 
language, but many children are able 
to talk fluently in both languages 
throughout their lives. 

Speech or language delays 
•	 Children learn languages differently, 

however it is important to look at 
how well your child communicates 
in their home language – they 
should have typical speech and 
language development in their home 
language. 

•	 If you feel your child has a speech 
or language delay in their home 
language, or if they have a hearing 
or learning difficulty, see an Early 
Childhood Nurse or G.P. to get details 
of a Speech Pathologist. Speech 
Pathologists help children and adults 
with communication difficulties. 

This article was prepared for distribution 
through the Communities for Children project 
in Fairfield 2165. This project is funded by 
the federal department for Families, Housing, 
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs 
(FaHCSIA), under the auspices of The Smith 
Family. Access versions in Arabic, Assyrian, 
Chinese Simplified and Traditional, Serbian, 
Vietnamese, Khmer by calling (02) 9426 4300.

•	 Your child will be able to learn 
English in other situations e.g. at day 
care, preschool, playgroup or when 
playing with English speaking friends.

•	 If you use more than one language 
with your child, consider the 
following strategies:

–	 USE: ‘One person = one language’: 
Encourage people to use the 
same language when talking to 
the child e.g. grandparents always 
use Cantonese, father always uses 
English.

OR:

–	 USE: ‘One location = one 
language’: If you speak well in 
more than one language, choose 
the language you want to use with 
your child in different locations 
e.g. mother may speak Vietnamese 
at home, and English at the shops. 

•	 If you choose ‘one location = one 
language’, you need to be fluent and 
comfortable in speaking your second 
language in those locations. 

•	 Do not switch between languages 
when talking e.g. do not ask a 
question in Cantonese, and follow 
this with a comment in English.

•	 Let children express themselves 
in whatever language they are 
comfortable using. If your child starts 
to learn another language, such as 
English, encourage them to still keep 
using their home language as well. 

How you communicate with your 
child in more than one language will 
impact their language development. It 
is important for your child to hear clear 
and correct models of language. If you 
speak two languages, try not to mix 
or switch between languages in one 
conversation. 

The best way for a child to learn a  
second language is to work on and maintain  

their home language.

Your child may go 
through a period of 
being quieter than 
usual, as they are 

observing which words 
belong with which 

language.

About us
Learning Links is a charity and non-profit children’s 
learning organisation formed in 1972 by parents and 
professionals to help children with disabilities and 
learning support needs.

Our vision is of a community where all children and 
families have equal access to learning opportunities and 
quality support. 

Our services
Children under 6
•	 �Early childhood intervention for babies, toddlers and 

preschoolers with a disability or developmental delay.
•	 �Assisting children with disabilities to transition 

to school.
•	 �Speech therapy, occupational therapy 

and physiotherapy.
•	 �Mobile toy library service.
•	 �An inclusive preschool.
•	 �FREE story time sessions at Fairfield Library.
Children attending school
•	 �Specialist assessments to determine your child’s 

educational needs.
•	 �Reading and maths support for children who are 

falling behind at school.
•	 �Speech therapy and occupational therapy.
•	 �Social skills and anxiety management groups.
•	 �Transition to school groups.
•	 �Counselling.
Parents, carers and families
•	 �Case management services.
•	 �Support to families who have just received a diagnosis 

of a disability for their child.
•	 �Programs to help parents support their child’s 

communication.
•	 �A range of programs to develop parenting skills.
•	 �Support groups for carers of children with a disability, 

developmental delay or chronic medical condition 
(MyTime).

•	 �FREE program for parents living in Cabramatta on how 
to tutor children of preschool age (HIPPY).

Workshops
Learning Links also delivers workshops for parents, carers 
and professionals working with children on a range of 
topic areas including ADHD, autism, behaviour, child 
development, children’s learning, children’s wellbeing, 
communication, counselling and fine motor skills.

Learning Links has services in five Sydney locations. 
We also offer some services to children in country 
NSW, the ACT, and some programs Australia-wide 
and in New Zealand. A complete list of locations and 
contact numbers is on the back page.
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Head Office
10 Railway Parade 
Penshurst NSW 2222 
Telephone: (02) 8568 8200 
Facsimile: (02) 9580 4788 
Email: mail@learninglinks.org.au 

Maroubra
3rd Floor, Bowen Library  
669-673 Anzac Parade 
Maroubra Junction NSW 2035 
Telephone: (02) 9349 4963 
Facsimile: (02) 9349 7193 
Email: maroubra@learninglinks.org.au 

Mount Pritchard
Level 1, 46B Reservoir Road 
Mt Pritchard NSW 2170 
Telephone: (02) 9426 4300 
Facsimile: (02) 9601 0058 
Email: mtpritchard@learninglinks.org.au

Brookvale 
2 Alfred Road 
Brookvale NSW 2100 
Telephone: (02) 9907 4222 
Facsimile: (02) 9907 4244 
Email: brookvale@learninglinks.org.au 

Peakhurst
12-14 Pindari Road 
Peakhurst NSW 2210 
Telephone: (02) 8525 8222 
Facsimile: (02) 9584 2054 
Email: peakhurst@learninglinks.org.au 

Please help us help children
Please PRINT

	 I would like to donate $_ __________________________________  	to help kids who have difficulty learning.

	 I would like to be a member of Learning Links. Please tick appropriate box below.

	  Individual or Family	 $45 (including GST)

	  Professional		 $45 (including GST)

	  Not for profit Organisation	 $55 (including GST)

	  Corporate		  $70 (including GST)

Individual, Family and Professional members receive one copy of Learning Links News and Organisation and  
Corporate members receive two. To obtain discounted fees for our services, parents of a child enrolled in a  
Learning Links program are also encouraged to become a member upon enrolment.

I enclose my:             Cheque             Money Order   or   Charge my:	  Visa             Mastercard             AMEX

Account No:    ______  ______  ______  ______    ______  ______  ______  ______    ______  ______  ______  ______    ______  ______  ______  ______  	   CCV*: ______  ______  ______

For Visa and Mastercard last 3 digits on back of card.

Account Name: ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 	 Expiry Date: _______ /_______

Signature: _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Name (Dr, Mr, Mrs, Miss, Ms): _ ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Organisation/Business: ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Address: ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 	 Postcode: _________________________

Tel: (Home): __________________________________________ 	 (Business): __________________________________________

Please post to Learning Links: 10 Railway Parade, Penshurst NSW 2222. Donations over $2 are tax deductible and will be receipted.


