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Abstract

Background: The combined experience of autism and bilingualism is poorly understood, leading to poor
support for autistic people in multilingual environments or those interested in languages. While most available
studies focus on the language and cognitive profiles of autistic bilinguals, or on the experiences of parents, little
is known about the lived experiences of autistic multilinguals.

Methods: To address this question, this study examined the impact of autism and multilingualism on the lives of
54 autistic multilingual adults who completed an online survey assessing the profiles of autistic bi- and
multilinguals. We conducted a thematic analysis of responses to the survey’s open-ended questions to explore
motivations for learning languages and the perceived benefits of being both autistic and multilingual.
Results: There was a wide range of language profiles in the sample, with various levels of proficiency, ages of
acquisition, and learning environments. Respondents felt that being autistic can both positively and negatively
influence language learning. They reported various motivating factors for the acquisition of multiple languages,
including social aspects and a predisposition for language learning. Respondents reported many benefits of
multilingualism, such as educational, employment, or leisure opportunities; social skills and understanding of
other people; self-confidence in their own abilities; and relationships with family, friends, and the worldwide
autistic community.

Conclusions: Unlike previous work with autistic multilinguals involving case studies, the larger sample in-
volved here offers valuable insight into the profiles and experiences of this overlooked population. Importantly,
autistic people can experience numerous benefits from multilingualism. These findings will have implications
for language education practices as well as for multilingual families and the practitioners who support them.

Keywords: autism spectrum disorder, autistic adults, bilingualism, multilingualism, lived experiences, language
learning

Lay Summary
Why was this study done?

We wanted to understand what it feels like to be both autistic and multilingual, in a world where it is often
assumed that both cannot go together. The combined experience of autism and bilingualism is poorly under-
stood. This leads to poor support for autistic people in bilingual environments or for those interested in
languages. Most studies available focus on the language and mental abilities of autistic bilinguals, or on the
experiences of parents. However, very few studies focus on the lived experiences of autistic multilinguals
themselves.

What was the purpose of this study?

The purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of autistic multilingual adults. We focused on their
learning motivations and the perceived benefits of being autistic and multilingual.
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What did the researchers do?

Fifty-four autistic multilingual adults completed an online questionnaire designed for autistic bi- and multi-
linguals. The questionnaire included questions about the respondents’ language history and language profiles.
There were also open-ended questions about the respondents’ motivations for learning languages, and their
general experience of being both autistic and multilingual. We analyzed and summarized the responses to these
open-ended questions to understand the experience of autistic multilingual adults.

What were the results of the study?

Our sample had a diverse range of language profiles and experiences. Respondents thought that autism could be
both an advantage and a disadvantage for language learning. They reported a range of motivations for language
learning, including a predisposition for language learning. They considered relationships as both a motivation to
learn languages and a benefit of multilingualism. Respondents thought that being multilingual had brought them
many opportunities for leisure, travels, education, and employment. They considered that being multilingual
had improved their self-confidence. They also thought that being multilingual had increased their awareness and
understanding of autism, allowing them to connect with the wider autistic population.

What do these findings add to what was already known?

Previous research with autistic multilinguals involved only one or two participants. The larger group of autistic
multilinguals involved in this study offers valuable insight into the lived experiences of this overlooked
population.

What are potential weaknesses in the study?

The online questionnaire was not originally designed to collect in-depth data on lived experiences. This means
that the questions included very few prompts: respondents were able to discuss the aspects of their experience
that were the most important to them. The absence of specific topics in the results does not mean that they are
not experienced, but simply that the participants did not spontaneously mention them. Future research should
build upon our findings and focus on specific topics, such as learning environments or opportunities.

How will these findings help autistic adults now or in the future?

These findings will help autistic adults by highlighting the diversity and richness of their language profiles,
abilities, and experiences. This will prompt families, educators, and practitioners to better support and include

autistic people in multilingual environments or those interested in languages.

Introduction

UTISM IS CHARACTERIZED by social communication dif-

ficulties but is independent of potentially co-occurring
language difficulties.' Indeed, the language profiles of
autistic people are extremely varied: while 15% to 25% of
autistic children have very limited expressive spoken lan-
guage,” most go on to develop language. Autistic people can
show typical or even enhanced language skills,® with or
without peculiar language or speech patterns, independent of
their general nonverbal cognitive abilities.* Autistic people
can experience pragmatic language difficulties,”® and some-
times dysgraphia or selective mutism.””> However, other as-
pects of language, such as vocabulary or grammar, are
generally in the typical range, even if evidence suggests that
word-learning occurs differently in autism.®'°~'? Importantly,
these language skills may also be enhanced compared with
typical populations, particularly regarding grammar pat-
terns.'>'* Some autistic individuals also demonstrate excep-
tional psycholinguistic abilities, such as hyperlexia, eidetic
memory, or an enhanced capacity for systemizing or pattern
recognition. While these abilities also occur in neurotypical
(NT) people, studies suggest that they are more common in

autistic individuals."”>™'® The distinction between communi-
cation and language difficulties is critical in autism, especially
in the more linguistically complex context of multilingualism.

Recent findings demonstrate that autistic people can ac-
quire additional languages in multiple ways and through
various life experiences, leading to a rich diversity in the
autistic bi- and multilingual population.'® Specific evidence
from a range of detailed case studies involving autistic
multilinguals indeed shows enhanced abilities in multiple
languages.>***! Nonetheless, misconceptions about multi-
lingualism can lead to the belief that being multilingual is
inherently impossible for autistic people. In the absence of
definitive evidence, practitioners and parents worry about
potential confusion, developmental delays, or restricted ac-
cess to services, caused by the use of multiple languages with
an autistic child.?>2 Therefore, they often favor mono-
lingualism for the child, sometimes even while the rest of the
family maintains multilingualism.>®

In recent years, research has started to address this topic.
Most studies available focus on the language®’ and overall
cognitive skills®® of autistic bilingual children and adoles-
cents and found no evidence for a developmental delay
caused by bilingualism.>”*® A systematic review?’ of eight
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studies on language development in autistic bilingual chil-
dren found no effect of bilingualism, providing evidence
against the commonly held concern that bilingualism may
cause language delays in autistic children. Fewer studies
considered lived experiences, and most of them focused
on the experiences of parents.”*** To date, the only account
of the lived experiences of autistic bilinguals themselves
targeted the school experience of 11 autistic children aged
7 to 14 years from bilingual families.>® Therefore, with the
aforementioned exception of a handful of case studies,” a
direct account of the experiences of autistic multilingual
adults, some of whom may have learned languages after
childhood, is still lacking.

When attempting to understand the experiences of multi-
linguals, we can draw inferences from research in the general
population. Relying on interviews with six polyglots (one
female) with knowledge of five languages or more, Para-
dowski and Wysokinska®' reported that self-taught multi-
linguals were primarily motivated by ‘‘improving one’s
chances in the job market,” “‘hobby,”” “‘travel,”” ‘“‘interest in
culture,” and “‘life circumstances.”” These findings were re-
produced by Hyltenstam®> who interviewed 10 polyglots
(one female) with knowledge of seven languages or more.
However, it is unknown whether these motivating factors
are also relevant for autistic people. Importantly, recent
findings from a large sample of mono-, bi-, and multilingual
autistic adults suggest a link between multilingualism and
their self-rated social life satisfaction,'® suggesting that the
social domain may play a crucial role in the lived experi-
ences of autistic multilingual people.

The present study explores the combined experience of
being autistic and multilingual. While one existing large-
scale description of autistic multilinguals includes people
with two or more languages,'? this study aims to describe the
experiences of a subsample of 54 autistic multilingual adults
with knowledge of at least four languages, thus providing an
unprecedented account of autistic multilingualism. Since
proficiency in four or more languages is likely a matter of
choice rather than circumstance, this could be linked with
unusual motivations and specific experiences of language
acquisition. Specifically, this study sets out to describe how
autism and multilingualism intersect to influence one another
and shape the lives of autistic multilinguals. Our research
questions ask (1) what are their motivations for language
learning? and (2) what are the perceived benefits of these
unique profiles? Overall, the study seeks to provide a better
understanding of the autistic multilingual experience, which
could help families and practitioners to better support autistic
people who live in multilingual environments or have an
interest in languages.

Methods
Participants

We selected participants from a large-scale online study
addressing the demographic and language profiles of autistic
bilingual and multilingual adults (aged 16 years or older),
as well as their social life experiences.'® Inclusion criteria
for the online survey were: an age of 16 years or older, lan-
guage information self-reported for at least one language, and
self-reported autism diagnosis. Given the great degree of
underdiagnosis among autistic adults**~** due to barriers to
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diagnosis, such as stigma, time, and cost of evaluation,™ the
study purposefully included a small number of self-diagnosed
participants to capture the diversity of autistic experiences.
The original sample of 297 respondents included 89 mono-
linguals, 98 bilinguals, 56 trilinguals, and 54 multilinguals
knowing four languages or more. The present study focused
on this subset of 54 multilingual autistic adults. While most
respondents reported that they had a clinical diagnosis, seven
indicated that they were self-identified as autistic.

Design

This study had a cross-sectional survey design using self-
report measures and open-ended questions to explore the de-
mographic, language, and social profiles of autistic bilingual
and multilingual adults, as well as their lived experiences.

Measures

The study used the Autism & Bilingualism Census
(ABC),*® an online survey available to view at https://
osf.io/xsqy7 The ABC consists of four main sections (de-
tailed in Digard et al.'®): general demographic information,
general life satisfaction and social life quality, detailed lan-
guage history for up to seven languages (additional languages
could be listed, but no further information about them was
required), and open-ended questions. The present study fo-
cused on the answers to the open-ended questions, while
details were taken from the demographic and language his-
tory sections to describe the respondents.

The open-ended questions addressed the participants’ lan-
guage learning experience, their views on the importance
of language learning, and their perception of the interplay
between autism and their language experiences. Additional
open-ended questions were also included within each
language-reporting page, allowing respondents to provide
more details about their past and current use of this language.
Importantly, no question was mandatory, to ensure the comfort
of the respondents, as well as the voluntary nature of the re-
sponses. The three main open-ended questions, formulated as
follows, each allowed for responses of up to 5000 characters:

1. Do you find learning several languages challenging?
Why? Do you think being on the autism spectrum
affects how you learn languages?

2. Do you find learning several languages useful? Why?
Do you think knowing several languages is impor-
tant/useful for someone on the autism spectrum?

3. Do you think bilingualism influences your life as
someone on the autism spectrum? If so, how?

Procedure

The PPLS Research Ethics Committee of the University of
Edinburgh approved the study. The consent form was built
into the first page of the online survey created in Survey-
Monkey. Respondents provided consent by completing these
items, which was necessary to progress to the survey. We
recruited participants between February and March 2017,
with a flyer circulated via social media, autism charities, and
networks across the United Kingdom, and disability services
of UK universities. Respondents completed the survey online
independently, in their own time. They were not compen-
sated for their participation.
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Survey data management

Full details of the survey answers’ filtering, as well as the
cleaning steps regarding the language history measures, are
available in the study of Digard et al.'” and in the Supple-
mentary Data. The final sample of respondents for the current
study was obtained by selecting only those who had provided
language profile details for four languages or more. For each
participant, we extracted their full-text responses to all open-
ended questions for inclusion in the analysis.

Data analysis

We determined the demographic characteristics and lan-
guage profiles with descriptive analyses using R (version
3.5.3). We analyzed the qualitative data in NVivo (version
12) using inductive thematic analysis, an approach appro-
priate for exploratory studies addressing underresearched
topics, deriving themes from raw data rather than looking at
the data from the perspective of prior theories and assump-
tions.>” A first coder (K.N.) initially analyzed the survey
responses for first-level codes labeling content in the data
(e.g., “‘making friends’” or ‘‘better than peers’’), leading to
128 distinct first-level codes (see Supplementary Table S1 for
examples of initial first-level codes). To confirm validity, a
second coder (B.G.D.) double-coded the responses from 12
of the 54 participants (22%) and generated thematically
equivalent first-level codes (e.g., the first-level code ‘‘higher
education” generated by B.G.D. was equivalent to the first-
level code ‘‘academic development” generated by K.N.).
The two coders met to discuss potential combinations and
divisions of the initial codes. Subsequently, the revised first-
level codes were grouped into midlevel subthemes and top-
level themes in collaboration between the first and second
coder. The coders regrouped and rearranged the codes, sub-
themes, and themes until a final configuration was achieved
that encapsulated almost all the coded material. Themes and
subthemes are described below and subsequently applied to
address our research questions of interest: what are the mo-
tivations for language learning? and what are the perceived
benefits of language learning? for this population.

Results
Respondents

The sample included 54 autistic adults (mean age=32.7
years, range = 18-64 years), 47 of whom had a clinical di-
agnosis of autism (mean age at diagnosis=26.0 years),
whereas 7 were self-identified autistic. The gender distribu-
tion was 55.6% female, 14.8% male, and 29.6% not listed or
not disclosed. Respondents had a mean English proficiency
(averaged across oral expression, oral comprehension, writ-
ten expression, and written comprehension skills, each self-
rated on a Likert-type scale ranging from 0= “Not at all”’ to
8=“Excellent”’) of 7.4 (SD=0.9, range=4.3-8.0), con-
firming all were proficient in English, and thus able to com-
plete the survey. As the recruitment flyer was circulated
online through social media, non-UK residents also took part
in the study (57.4% of the respondents). Notably, 20.4% of
the respondents (n=11) were residents of the United States,
5.6% residents of Germany (n=3), and 5.6% residents of the
Netherlands (n=3). All other countries represented no more
than 4% (i.e., one or two participants) of the sample (see
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Table 1 for further details about the countries of origin and
residence of the respondents). Respondents’ demographics
are reported in Table 1, and their language profiles in Figure 1
and Supplementary Table S2.%®

Lived experience themes

Direct influence of autism on language learning. This
theme encapsulates the respondents’ multiple, explicit
references—across all questions asked—to the fact that their
learning experiences differed from those of their NT peers.
Autism was described both as an advantage and as a disad-
vantage (Fig. 2) for language learning. For example: ‘I think
the autism matters because it makes me able to concentrate a

TABLE 1. RESPONDENTS’ DEMOGRAPHIC
CHARACTERISTICS (N=54)

Demographic
Age in years, M (SD, range)

Gender, n (%)

32.7 (9.8, 18-64)

Female 30 (55.6)

Male 8 (14.8)

Other gender identity® 14 (26.0)

Not disclosed 2 (3.7
Diagnosis, n (%)

Diagnosed” 47 (87.0)

Self-identified 7 (13.0)

Age of diagnosis, M (SD, range)
Highest education, n (%)

26.0 (12.4, 3-51)

Less than an undergraduate degree 16 (29.6)
Undergraduate degree or higher 38 (70.4)
Country of birth, n (%)
United Kingdom 17 (31.5)
Non-UK, English-speaking® 12 (22.2)
Europe, non-English-speaking® 18 (33.3)
Outside Europe, 7 (13.0)
non-English-speaking®
Country of residence, n (%)
United Kingdom 23 (42.6)
Non-UK, English-speaking’ 13 (24.1)
Europe, non-English-speaking® 16 (29.6)
Outside Europe, 2 (3.7
non-English-speaking”
Non-UK-born UK-residents, n (%) 7 (13.0)

Age of arrival in the
United Kingdom, M (SD, range)

21.6 (10.1, 8-36)

Sociodemographic characteristics of the respondents (N=54).

“The 14 respondents who selected “Not listed” provided a
written-in answer, each including one or several gender identity
labels, for a total of 8 labels: nonbinary (4 respondents), agender
(3), gender queer (3), genderfluid (3), bi-gender (1), neutral (1),
neutrois (1), not dysphoric (1).

°48.1% (n=26) reported “Asperger’s syndrome” as diagnosis,
27.8% (n=15) reported “Autism,” 9% (n=35) reported ‘‘Autism
spectrum disorder,” and 7 respondents reported combinations of
these labels, and 1 was “unsure.”

‘Ireland (2), United States (12).

dBelgium (1), France (1), Germany (5), Italy (2), The Netherlands
(2), Norway (3), Spain (1), Sweden (3).

°Algeria (1), Brazil (1), Curacao (1), Hong Kong (1), Israel (1),
Turkey (2).

Trefand (2), United States (11).

€Estonia (1), France (2), Germany (3), Italy (1), The Netherlands
(3?1, Norway (2), Spain (1), Sweden (2), Switzerland (1).

Curacao (1), Turkey (1).
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FIG. 1. Age of acquisition and proficiency for the languages reported. (A) Age of acquisition: box plot and scatter plot of
the distribution of the reported ages of acquisition (in years) for the languages (L) 1 to 7, ranked by age of acquisition for
each respondent. (B) Language proficiency: box plot and scatter plot of distribution of the overall self-rated proficiency
(averaged across self-rated abilities in written expression, written comprehension, oral expression, and oral comprehension)
for the languages (L) 1 to 7, ranked by age of acquisition for each respondent, on a scale from O (“‘not at all’’) to 8
(“excellent’’). (C) Detailed language proficiency: radar plot of the mean overall and detailed (written expression, written
comprehension, oral expression, and oral comprehension) self-rated proficiency of the respondents for their langguages o1
to 4, ranked by age of acquisition for each respondent, on a scale from 0 (“‘not at all”’) to 8 (“‘excellent”).’
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lot on something I’m interested in (like learning [language]*
now, and [language] in the past), while also making it very
hard to concentrate on something I’'m not interested in (like
learning [language] in the past).T” [P1250]. Importantly, many
stated that language learning was one of their special interests,
thus facilitating their learning experience: “‘I find it fascinating
and very fun. I do not learn languages for their usefulness, but
for the joy I get from learning them.” [P1152].%®

Many participants mentioned an aptitude for pattern find-
ing that allowed them to quickly grasp grammatical struc-
tures within a language and extend them to related languages,
or imitation skills that allowed them to reproduce accents.
Other advantages mentioned were memory or focus. A few
respondents claimed to possess learning advantages that went
above and beyond the norm. These included hyperlexia (five
participants), hyperfocus (two participants), and eidetic
memory (one participant). However, respondents also high-
lighted how autism hindered their language learning, notably
in terms of “‘difficulty switching focus’ [P1036], selective
mutism (eight respondents) or dysgraphia (one respondent).

Opportunities brought by languages. This theme brings
together participants’ references to options that were available
to them, which they attributed to multilingualism. The theme
covers four subthemes: ‘‘Entertainment and leisure,” ““Tra-
vels,” ““Higher education,”” and ‘““Employment” (Fig. 2). The
following quote encapsulates all the aforementioned oppor-
tunities: ‘“Knowing several languages is absurdly useful.
Languages can help you with work, traveling, learning (I have
learned three languages in languages that were not L1 or L2
and I got one of my degrees in English), making friends and so
on. I’'m not sure if knowing several languages is more useful
while autistic. I think it might be equally useful for everyone.”
[P1117]. Many other respondents echoed this and focused
their responses on how multilingualism expands horizons.
Indeed, participants reported using their language skills to
access a wide range of special interests: ‘““For other autistic
people I think it may help them find a lot of informations and
point of view about subjects they are interested in.”” [P1202].
Participants also reported that being multilingual made trav-
eling and moving abroad more comfortable, for example,
when travelling for education purposes. Indeed, respondents
repeatedly described languages as particularly useful for ac-
ademic reading and coursework at foreign institutions. They
also perceived multilingualism as particularly beneficial for
employment, listing overall a wide range of professions such
as teaching, health care, retail, business, interpreting, or
editing, among others.

Relationships. This theme refers to the way family and
friends (Fig. 2) were a driver of and a benefit from knowing
multiple languages. Participants discussed the influence that
family members, friends, or partners had on the necessity or
desire to learn a language. Participants often highlighted their
family as a reason for language learning, especially to com-
municate with relatives in or from a foreign country was an

*All languages (but English) and countries (but the United
Kingdom) were removed for anonymity.

All participant quotes are reported exactly as they appear in the
original data from the online survey, regardless of spelling, capi-
talization, and/or grammatical errors.
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important factor motivating the acquisition of a language: “‘It
is also useful to me personally for helping me communicate
with my family especially with my gran who didn’t speak
English” [P1215]. However, multilingualism could also
strengthen familial relationship, without it being a necessity.
For example, a participant mentioned sharing a special bond
with their mother as a result of their shared interest in lan-
guages. Likewise, participants mentioned that multilingual-
ism enabled them to form and develop friendships with
people from other backgrounds, especially online (‘‘learning
languages makes it easier to make online friends from far
away” [P1180]) or in the community (“I found myself
speaking a lot more Italian with my friends at university after
having joined a society for all Italians and we meet up outside
of those meet-ups as well”” [P1220]).

Self-efficacy. This theme summarizes respondents’
feelings of increased understanding of themselves as autistic
people, increased confidence in themselves, and increased
assurance in their social-interactive abilities (Fig. 2). It pro-
vides insight into the ways that multilingualism can have an
effect on someone’s experience of autism (as opposed to the
opposite direction of effect, mostly described in the “‘direct
influence of autism on language learning” theme). Partici-
pants saw multilingualism as a tool increasing their ability to
connect with autistic people from around the world and join
the autistic community, while also widening their horizon by
learning more about autism through online forums that were
not in their native language. The following quote encapsu-
lated both ideas of this subtheme: ‘It makes it possible for me
to interact with a wider set of people. Without my knowledge
of the English language I would not have met several people
who are important to me, and who have enriched my life as an
autistic person, and helped me in gaining an identity. There is
not much of a neurodiversity movement in [language], so
without knowledge of additional languages I would have
been very isolated indeed.”” [P1250].

Respondents also expressed feelings of self-assurance,
confidence, independence, and reduced anxiety linked with
multilingualism. The following quote illustrated this sub-
theme: ““Apart from others’ views, internally you feel more
capable. I can go abroad by myself and can survive without
others’ help. This lowers anxiety.” [P1273]. For some re-
spondents, this increase in confidence was linked with the
notion that their language skills surpassed those from their
NT peers: “‘I have a certain pride in my bilingualism because
it highlights that there are certain things I’'m very good at and
do well despite being autistic [...]. It highlights that we all
have strong and weak points.”” [P1148]. This same partici-
pant went on to describe multilingualism as an ‘‘autism
superpower.”’

Respondents also considered that being multilingual fa-
cilitated their ability to interact socially, beyond the simple
fact of being able to speak with somebody who shares their
languages. First, respondents explained that using a non-
native language to communicate could feel more comfortable
than using the native one. The following quotes illustrate this
subtheme: ‘I think bilingualism and multilingualism have
helped reduce my social anxiety and have given me more self
confidence in social situations.”” [P1111]. Other respondents
linked this idea with the attitude of their interlocutors when
interacting in their non-native languages: ‘I think socially
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people are very forgiving of faux pas if they know you’re a
foreigner so it’s not uncommon for autistic people to feel
more comfortable in another country. I am much more
comfortable in a multi-lingual setting.”” [P1220]. Second,
participants expressed that learning and knowing other lan-
guages had increased their social understanding and social
abilities, which in turn made them more comfortable when
interacting with others. This was particularly evident in terms
of perspective-taking abilities, as illustrated by “You learn
that there are more than one way of living, thinking. You have
more perspectives’” [P1273]. This was also evident in terms
of social rules understanding—as illustrated by ‘I became
more aware of social patterns- specific phrases- what to say in
which situation, etc.”” [P1273], sometimes acquired via the
communication ‘‘scripts’’ provided through the study of
foreign languages—as illustrated by ‘It helps with my
communication, as it makes me put thought into what I
say/gives me scripts to follow in social situations.”” [P1062].
Many participants who cited social skills as an advantage of
multilingualism also commented that autistic people could
potentially benefit from this aspect of multilingualism more
than their NT peers.

Discussion

This study is the first to directly address the lived experi-
ences of a larger group of autistic multilingual adults. It re-
veals a wide diversity of language experiences within the
autistic multilingual population and highlights numerous
ways in which autism and multilingualism can influence one
another. In terms of our original goals, the themes identified
in this analysis cast significant insight on the motivations and
benefits that autistic people describe with respect to their
learning of multiple languages. Motivations incorporate in-
trapersonal factors such as a predisposition for language
learning, interpersonal factors such as family and romantic
relationships, and societal factors such as academic and
employment opportunities. Benefits likewise operate across
these levels, incorporating gains in self-efficacy, benefits in
terms of creating new social networks, and opportunities for
travel and leisure.

Before examining these in detail, it is also worth noting
that the diversity of profiles in this autistic multilingual
sample mirrors, and builds upon, the diversity seen in the
overall autistic bilingual population.'® The demographics and
language data demonstrate that, similar to their NT peers,
autistic people can be multilingual, with high skills in several
languages, without being a language savant extremely pro-
ficient in a large number of languages. A few respondents
reported less than “Good’’ (6) proficiency in their L1, which
can be due to a number of reasons unrelated to language
difficulties (such as an extend period without using L1)
outside the scope of this study. Overall, the range of profiles
in this sample suggests that autistic people can become
multilingual through life circumstances, education, or by
choice, reaching varying levels of proficiency.

This study offers rare insight into how autistic multilin-
guals themselves perceive the effects of autism and multi-
lingualism on their lives, particularly in the bidirectional
influence of autism and multilingualism on each other. Our
findings indicate that being autistic can be both an advantage
and a disadvantage for language learning, depending on in-
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dividual differences. This finding calls for a more personal-
ized approach to second-language learning for autistic
people, based on their individual strengths. Our results also
show that being multilingual influences the experience of
autism, by opening up access to a global community of au-
tistic people sharing experiences.

Motivations for and benefits from being multilingual were
found to be intertwined in many aspects of our participants’
experience, especially in terms of relationships with friends
or family and opportunities for employment or education.
Importantly, the finding of communication with others as a
motivation to learn languages suggests an intrinsic social
motivation for some autistic people. This overlap between
multilingualism and the social domain was further high-
lighted in the Self-efficacy theme. Indeed, we found that one
benefit of multilingualism was a feeling of confidence in their
own abilities, and a feeling of improved social interactions.
Participants reported to have formed meaningful connections
and improved their social and communication skills as a re-
sult of using multiple languages, domains often described as
challenging for autistic people.”*™*' This qualitative result
regarding a link between multilingualism and the social do-
main, both in terms of socio-cognitive skills and of social
interactions, brings depth to the quantitative results found in
the larger original sample described in Digard et al.'” which
showed that multilingualism predicted higher self-rated so-
cial life quality than monolingualism.

Participants also mentioned benefits in other areas that are
relevant to broader issues that affect autistic people. For
example, while unemployment is regularly hi%hlighted as a
serious problem in the autistic community,** participants
mentioned that multilingualism was improving their em-
ployment prospects. Furthermore, while poor mental health is
often experienced in autism,** participants reported increased
confidence and joy stemming from multilingualism. Finally,
one multilingualism benefit unique to the autistic population
is the increased opportunity to interact with the worldwide
autistic community and to access more information about
autism, thus empowering autistic multilinguals who may
otherwise feel isolated. Taken together, these findings sug-
gest that the experience of autism can be shaped by multi-
lingualism in a positive way, including regarding potentially
challenging aspects such as social skills, confidence, and
professional outcomes. Finally, these findings point out the
need for adapted language learning practices, tailored to the
specific learning profiles of autistic people. They also high-
light the importance to support language learning in multi-
lingual families, as multilingualism appears associated with
valuable benefits.

These findings have to be considered in the light of their
limitations. Importantly, the open-ended questions used to
gather the data included very few prompts. While this al-
lowed respondents to discuss the aspects of their experience
that were the most important to them, future research could
focus on more specific topics, such as learning environments
or opportunities. Prioritizing depth over breadth might also
reveal further intersecting experiences, for example, regard-
ing cultural, ethnographic, or migratory aspects of the ex-
perience of autistic multilinguals. We were also unable to
verify the multilingual abilities of our participants in person,
given the anonymous online nature of the study, nor did we
ask directly about language impairments or savant skills.
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Studies have shown that self-ratings of language proficiency
and standardized language tests generally provide compara-
ble results44’45; however, this has not yet been verified in
autism. Specifically, we cannot be sure whether participants
had the same understanding of what counted as average or
good language proficiency. Therefore, relating the self-
reported language profiles with psycholinguistic abilities or
impairments is outside the scope of this study, and future
research should include direct assessments of language skills.

There are also some limitations with respect to our partici-
pant sample profile. Females were overrepresented, at odds
with the male-to-female ratio estimates in autism approaching
3:1.% The gender distribution in our sample aligned with the
regularly reported bias toward female respondents in online
studies,*”*® including studies with autistic participants.*’ We
did not gather data on the ethnicity of the respondents, al-
though we recognize that intersectionality®® between autism,
ethnicity, and status of the languages spoken may also greatly
shape the experience of autistic multilinguals.>' Furthermore,
7 of the 54 respondents were self-identified. It is possible that
some of them would not meet criteria for a formal diagnosis of
autism. Additionally, our data collection methods were un-
likely to permit responses from autistic people with severe
intellectual disability. Finally, the age range of the respon-
dents, the range of their age at diagnosis, and the range of
countries of origin and residence in the sample combine to
indicate that variation of diagnosis systems across time and
countries may have influenced their experiences. Overall, we
acknowledge the diversity and complexity of autism: the lived
experiences reported in this study may not be generalizable to
all autistic multilinguals.

The present findings raise numerous questions regarding
the combined experience of autism and multilingualism.
First, this analysis exclusively focused on autistic adults who
reported knowledge of at least four languages, but as no other
study available assessed the experience of autistic individuals
with only two or three languages, we do not currently know
whether our findings are specific to autistic multilinguals, or
comparable to the experience of autistic bi- and trilinguals.
Addressing this question would indicate whether some of the
benefits reported here only occur above a certain threshold of
multilingualism or whether other aspects of the language
journey (e.g., the active decision to learn a foreign language
or moving to a different country) produce these benefits.
Comparing the experience of autistic and nonautistic bi- and
multilinguals would also highlight how autistic people can
uniquely experience bilingualism, for example, in terms of
social and communicative benefits. Finally, and importantly,
respondents spontaneously reported social cognitive pro-
cesses as an aspect of their lives influenced by multilin-
gualism. To date, the link between social cognition and
bilingualism has almost exclusively been researched in NT
populations, and only counts few studies (see Schroeder’> for
a review). This relationship has not yet been directly ad-
dressed in autism, where the few studies currently available
focus of social life quality,'” overall functional®® or social®*
communication, or overall social functioning.ss’56 Con-
sidering participants spontaneously pointed out the link be-
tween multilingualism and social cognition, particularly
perspective-taking (generally challenged in autism, as de-
scribed in Velikonja et al.*®), it is now necessary to specifi-
cally address this topic in the context of autism.
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Conclusions

This study is the first to provide a detailed account of the
demographic and language profiles of a larger sample of
autistic multilingual adults, as well as their perception of the
combined experience of autism and multilingualism. Re-
spondents reported multiple reasons motivating them to learn
languages, such as increased opportunities and social moti-
vations. Respondents also described multiple benefits linked
with multilingualism, such as autism awareness, social abil-
ities, and self-confidence. These findings have implications
for language education practices as well as for multilingual
families and the practitioners who support them.
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