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A World of Words: How Multiple Languages Affect Children

Exposure to a number of languages when one is a child can have a significant impact on
the way that they acquire and progress in their language abilities. There is the view that teaching
children more than one language may confuse them or hinder their language development, but
research has proven that this is not the case. It is possible for children to learn several languages
from a young age, and growing up in an environment with different languages can aid the
development of valuable communication and thinking skills.

A way in which learning more than one language influences children is that it enables
them to develop distinct language systems. As Fred Genesee, a researcher, pointed out, bilingual

children are able to distinguish between their two languages from an early age and learn when to



use each one (Genesee 161-79). That is to say, acquiring two languages does not necessarily
confuse children; on the contrary, children can learn different sounds, words, and grammatical
rules for each language.

Although bilingual children may at times appear to know fewer words in each language
than children who speak only one language, this does not indicate that their total vocabulary is
smaller. Erika Hoff and her colleagues discovered that when the words that bilingual children

know in both languages are added together, their overall vocabulary can be similar to that of
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word for 'dog' in one language but learn a different word in the other language.

The amount of time that children spend being exposed to each language is also a factor.
As Laia Fibla and her colleagues have found, children gain the most when they regularly hear
and use both languages in situations that are meaningful (Fibla et al.). A child who hears one
language every day but only sometimes hears the other will most likely end up being more
proficient in the language that they hear more frequently. Erika Hoff also states that the people
that children come into contact with and the kind of language they hear can influence how

quickly their language skills develop (HofY).
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Multiple languages can also offer advantages beyond language development. Research
carried out by Zoe Liberman and her team indicates that exposure to several languages may
enhance communication skills and help children to better understand other people's points of
view (Liberman et al.). A different study by Ioulia Kovelman and her colleagues showed that
early exposure to two languages can assist with skills connected to reading and the understanding
of language sounds (Kovelman et al.).

In general, becoming familiar with several languages from an early age can have a
positive impact on a child's linguistic development. Even if bilingual children learn the various
languages in different ways or at different rates, being exposed to more than one language does
not confuse them. As long as they have consistent exposure and practice, children are able to
learn more than one language while at the same time developing important communication and

literacy skills.



Works Cited
Fibla, Laia, et al. “Bilingual Language Development in Infancy: What Can We Do to Support
Bilingual Families?” Policy Insights from the Behavioral and Brain Sciences, vol. 9, no.

1, 2022, pp. 35-43, doi:10.1177/23727322211069312.

Genesee, Fred. “Early Bilingual Development: One Language or Two?”” Journal of Child

Language, vol. 16, no. 1, 1989, pp. 161-179, do0i:10.1017/S0305000900013490.

Hoff, Erika, et al. “Dual Language Exposure and Early Bilingual Development.” Journal of Child

Language, vol. 39, no. 1, 2012, pp. 1-27, doi:10.1017/S0305000910000759.

Hoff, Erika. “Input and Language Development in Bilingually Developing Children.” Seminars

in Speech and Language, vol. 34, no. 4, 2013, pp. 215-229, doi:10.1055/s-0033-1353448.

Kovelman, Ioulia, et al. “Age of First Bilingual Language Exposure as a New Window into
Bilingual Reading Development.” Bilingualism: Language and Cognition, vol. 11, no. 2,

2008, pp. 203-223, doi:10.1017/S1366728908003386.



Liberman, Zoe, et al. “Exposure to Multiple Languages Enhances Communication Skills in

Infancy.” Developmental Science, vol. 20, no. 1, 2017, 12420, doi:10.1111/desc.12420.



	A World of Words: How Multiple Languages Affect Children 

