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Benefits of Bilingualism

• Cognitive and academic development in 1st language 
positively influences learning in 2nd language (Baker, 
2001)



Bilingualism and the Brain

• Bilinguals show greater advantages in areas of 
– cognition 
– metalinguistic awareness
– enhanced executive function (problem solving, attention 

control, and task switching )
(Bialystok, 1999; Bialystok, Craik, Green, & Gollan, 2009; Hauser, Lukomski, & 
Hillman, 2008)

• The age of first language and first bilingual (ASL and English) 
language exposure has a powerful impact on the deaf and 
hard of hearing child’s ability to develop complex reading 
knowledge (Kovelman, Berens, & Petitto, 2013; Jasinska & Petitto, 2013).



Understanding early language development

• Infants need early language exposure from strong language models
• Brain plasticity: language acquisition is maximal before the age of 3 

years; if  a child is not fluent in a language by the age of 5 years, that 
child may never achieve full fluency in any language. (Penicaud, S., Klein, 
D., Zatorre, R.J., Chen, J.K., Witcher, P., Hyde, K., Mayberry, R.I. (2012)

• Language helps to make sense of the world around them 

• Have the capacity to learn several languages

• Bilingual language learners benefit from support from bilinguals

Differences between language acquisition and language learning
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Defining Success

Humphries, et al, 2015



Access to environmental sounds but 
unable to distinguish between them

Illiana



Ability to converse using speech-reading 
and context with known people



Ability to converse with strangers using 
speech-reading and context

Calel



Ability to converse using speech-reading 
and context with known people



A solid language foundation



Strong language foundation

Precursor to bilingualism

Sign skills are best predictors of reading skills (Hoffmeister, 
2000; Padden & Ramsey, 2000; Strong & Prinz, 2000).

“native signing CI participants exhibited strong and 
widespread success in spoken English language skills” and 
furthermore, “they score above results predicted for oral-only 
children with CIs” (Davidson, Lillo-Martin, & Chen Pichler, 
2013).

“Sign language acquired by a deaf child as a first language…is 
cortically organized like a heard spoken system” (Campbell, 
MacSweeney, & Woll, 2014).



Sign Language and the CI

“without a period of language deprivation before the 
implantation of the CI, children with CIs can develop 

spoken language skills appropriate for typically hearing 
children of the same age, and …that sign language input 

does no harm to a deaf child’s spoken language 
development after he/she receives a CI” (Davidson, 

Lillo-Martin, & Chen Pichler, 2013).



Sign language and English

Nelson 



Without a language foundation
Children with a CI are still at risk

Highly variable results even among those who are implanted at a young age 
(Lower 2011) 

Only 30% of teachers reported that a CI child functioned like a child with 
normal hearing (Punch & Hyde 2011)
Only 1 in 4 children with CI maintain normal or above language development 
(Yoshinaga-Itano, Sedey, Baca, 2010)
47% of more than 20,000 implanted children since 2000 do not use their 
implants (Watson & Gregory, 2005)

Even those children whose spoken language capacity and proficiency is high 
are likely to have listening difficulties in particular social and educational 
contexts and will not have full access to school curricula or to many activities 
promoting social inclusion.



All children need early rich language exposure in at 
least one accessible language (one or more)

Speech is not language 
Language Speech 

A complex system of 
symbols that are 
used in a rule-
governed fashion for 
the purpose of 
communication.

Cognitive Process

Coordination of 
respiration, 
phonation, 
articulation, and 
resonation for the 
purpose of producing 
a spoken language.

Physical Process



Language is produced from the same source in the 
brain regardless of the mode of language—spoken or 
signed. 

Lack of cortical degradation in the linguistic (auditory) 
region of congenitally deaf people

Blood flow activity in the linguistic region of congenitally 
deaf people



Parents are often told to limit their child’s language 
exposure.
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