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Growing Up with Multiple Languages: 
How Diversity in Children’s Environment 
Shapes Their Development
Aufwachsen mit mehreren Sprachen: Wie die Diversität der Umwelt  
das kindliche Verhalten formt

Stephanie Wermelinger, Joanna Rutkowska & Agnese D’Angelo

A b s t r a c t

Monolingual and multilingual children differ in their com-
municative behavior. In particular, multilinguals exhibit a 
larger repertoire of communicative means and greater flexi-
bility in their use in a given situation; they are more attuned 
to their interaction partners’ communicative needs and “do 
more” to make themselves understood. In this article, we 
review findings on the communicative differences between 
monolingual and multilingual children, both from within 
and outside our research group, and offer a theoretical per-
spective on the mechanisms underlying these differences.

Z u s a m m e n f a s s u n g

Einsprachige und mehrsprachige Kinder unterscheiden sich 
in ihrem Kommunikationsverhalten. Mehrsprachige verfü-
gen über ein größeres Repertoire an Kommunikationsmit-
teln und zeigen eine größere Flexibilität bei deren Einsatz in 
einer bestimmten Situation. Sie gehen besser auf die Kom-
munikationsbedürfnisse ihrer Interaktionspartner ein und 
„tun mehr“, um sich verständlich zu machen. In diesem 
Artikel geben wir einen Überblick über die Erkenntnisse 
zu den kommunikativen Unterschieden zwischen ein- und 
mehrsprachigen Kindern, sowohl aus unserer Forschungs-
gruppe als auch aus anderen, und bieten eine theoretische 
Perspektive auf die Mechanismen, die diesen Unterschieden 
zugrunde liegen könnten.

1. Introduction

Children's cognition, behavior, and their developmental 
trajectories vary widely (Meaney, 2001). One domain in 

which this variability is clearly visible is their language 
development. Multilingual children, for instance, ex-
hibit developmental trajectories that differ from those 
of their monolingual peers (Bedore et al., 2005; Bialystok 
& Barac, 2012). Many children worldwide grow up learn-
ing and using two or more languages (Byers-Heinlein 
et al., 2019). In Austria, 27 % of pupils speak a language 
other than German (Österreichischer Integrationsfond, 
2024). A majority of Europeans value multilingualism, 
and 59 % report being able to communicate in multiple 
languages, with these numbers rising strongly over the 
past years (European Commission, Directorate General 
for Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, 2024).

Speaking two or more languages offers economic 
advantages for individuals, guards against accelerated 
aging (Amoruso et al., 2025), and can make a signifi-
cant contribution to a country’s GDP (Grin et al., 2010). 
Multilingual children exhibit advanced cognitive (Bia- 
lystok & Martin, 2004; Carlson et al., 1998; however, this 
advantage has been heavily criticised, see Goldsmith 
et al., 2023; Paap et al., 2015), and social development 
(Goetz, 2003; Rubio-Fernández & Glucksberg, 2012). Re-
cently, more and more studies have suggested distinct 
differences in the communicative behavior of monolin-
gual and multilingual children (e. g., Gampe et al., 2019; 
Wermelinger et al., 2020). In this article, we review these 
findings, both from within and outside our research 
group, and offer a theoretical perspective on the possi-
ble mechanisms underlying the differences.

2. How communication works

The Transactional Model of Communication (TMC; 
Barnlund, 2017) assumes that communicators code 
and decode messages simultaneously (see Figure 1). 
They co-create the meaning of the communicative mes-
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sages conveyed through different means across various 
contexts. These means include verbal (e. g., words) and 
nonverbal (e. g., gestures) behaviors that are encoded 
and decoded based on the basis of shared experiences, 
shared history, or shared attention (Tomasello, 2008; 
Tomasello & Carpenter, 2007). Meaning is co-created 
against the backdrop of the communicators’ social, re-
lational, cultural, physical, and psychological contexts 
(Barnlund, 1970). Successful co-creation of meaning, 
therefore, requires sensitivity not only to the literal 
meaning of verbal and nonverbal means but also to 
shared experiences and to the simultaneous and analo-
gous interpretations of contexts by the communicators. 
In addition, both coder and decoder must monitor the 
communication process (Clark & Brennan, 1991). That is, 
the coder must choose communicative means that the 
decoder will understand as intended. If this is success-
ful, the decoder may acknowledge it by maintaining at-
tention or producing a relevant next utterance (i. e., pos-
itive grounding). If communication is unsuccessful, the 
resulting misunderstanding must be remedied through 
repair activities (negative grounding; Clark & Brennan, 
1991).

Figure 1: Communicators simultaneously code and decode verbal and nonver-
bal means. In the case of positive grounding, the means are understood in the 
intended manner. Misunderstandings, or negative grounding, occur when means 
are interpreted differently from how they are coded.

3. Communicative behavior of multilingual 
children

A growing body of research suggests that monolingual 
and multilingual children differ in how they commu-
nicate and how this communicative behavior unfolds 
during development (e. g., Gampe et al., 2019). Multilin-
gual children show an increased repertoire of nonverbal 
means. Nonverbal cues are particularly well-suited to 
multilingual environments because they are less lan-
guage-specific and can reinforce verbal communication. 
Therefore, spoken sentences accompanied by gestures 
are more likely to be understood by any interaction part-

ner. Accordingly, multilingual adults use gestures more 
often than monolingual adults (Pika et al., 2006). Like-
wise, multilingual toddlers show particular sensitivity 
to nonverbal communicative cues, such as pointing ges-
tures or glances (Brojde et al., 2012; Groba et al., 2018), 
and to paralinguistic cues, such as tone of voice (Yow & 
Markman, 2011a), when decoding their interaction part-
ners’ references. 

Multilingual children are reported  
to show a greater sensitivity to their  
interaction partners' needs when  
coding and decoding messages. 

During coding, multilingual children incorporate more 
information about a target object into their iconic ges-
tures than monolingual children do (Wermelinger et al., 
2020). In this study, we asked preschool children to de-
scribe a set of objects “with their hands” to an interac-
tion partner, who would place the objects into a magic 
box that would light up and respond with a cheer. Our 
results indicate that multilingual children included the 
shape and movement of an object in their gestures more 
often than monolinguals, making their gestures more in-
formative and understandable to their interaction part-
ner.

Already by the age of 2 to 3 years, multilingual chil-
dren are aware that their use of a language can lead 
to breakdowns in communication, and they react dif-
ferently depending on the reasons for the misunder-
standing (i. e., inappropriate choice of language versus 
mumbling; Comeau et al., 2007). Consistent with this, 
we showed that multilingual toddlers more often re-
pair experienced misunderstandings than monolin-
gual toddlers (Wermelinger et al., 2017). In this study, 
an experimenter communicated with a child about an 
elephant’s shoes (see Figure 2A). Within this conversa-
tion, the experimenter deliberately misunderstood the 
children about the whereabouts of a missing shoe and 
offered them a picture instead. We coded whether chil-
dren would respond to this misunderstanding by either 
repeating their desire for the shoe or denying their need 
for the picture. Multilingual children more often cor-
rected the misunderstanding compared to monolingual 
children (see Figure 2B).

Multilingual children are reported to show a greater 
sensitivity to their interaction partners' needs when 
coding and decoding messages. For instance, multi-
lingual children rely more on their interlocutor's visual 
perspective when resolving ambiguous references (Fan 
et al., 2016; Liberman et al., 2016), and they are better 
able to integrate their interlocutor's visual perspective 
into their vocal utterances (Yow & Markman, 2014). In 
addition, multilingual children are better than their 
monolingual peers at interpreting the referent of point-
ing gestures to clarify ambiguous pronouns (Yow, 2015) 
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or contradictory directional cues (Verhagen et al., 2017; 
Yow et al., 2017; Yow & Markman, 2011b) and at drawing 
pragmatic inferences (Siegal et al., 2009). When provid-
ing communicative cues themselves, multilingual chil-
dren differ from monolingual children in their sensitiv-
ity to others' needs. Multilingual children give effective 
responses when communicating (Antoniou et al., 2020) 
and, when describing a game to a blind rather than a 
sighted person, adapt their descriptions of the game’s 
physical aspects to a greater extent than monolingual 
children (Genesee et al., 1975). Similarly, in one of our 
projects, we showed that multilingual but not monolin-
gual 3-year-olds adapted their helping behavior to their 
interaction partner (Gampe et al., 2019). In this study, 
children sequentially interacted with two interaction 
partners during a hide-and-seek game. Although the 
first interaction partner was happy to have the children's 
help in finding hidden objects, the second interaction 
partner did not appreciate it. Our results show that the 
multilingual toddlers adjusted their helping behavior 
(i. e., they helped in a less obvious way) when confronted 
with an interaction partner who did not appreciate their 
help, whereas the monolingual toddlers did not. Finally, 
in a recent, still unpublished study, we found that mul-
tilingual children were more sensitive to their interac-
tion partner's communicative needs (Wermelinger et 
al., 2025). In this study, the experimenter asked 4- to 
5-year-old children to communicate which object she 
should pick up from a shelf. We assessed how often chil-
dren used information about the entity, appearance, or 
location of those objects. Compared with monolingual 
children, multilingual children focused more on the 
spatial location of objects in their gestures and verbal 

statements. That is, they were more informative given 
the task's goal.

4. Why do multilingual children 
communicate differently?

Multilingual children reach language milestones at the 
same time as monolingual children (Muszyńska et al., 
2025). They, however, tend to know fewer words than 
monolinguals do in at least one of their languages (Be-
dore et al., 2005; Bialystok & Barac, 2012), while their 
combined vocabularies (from all languages) are of com-
parable size to the vocabularies of monolinguals (Gampe 
et al., 2018; Hoff et al., 2012; Pearson et al., 1993). With 
fewer words (and grammatical constructions) available 
in a given language, it is more difficult to communicate 
and understand others in that language. 

Multilingual children not only acquire 
multiple languages but also adopt  
concepts from multiple cultures. 

Additionally, the lexical, morphological, and syntactic 
systems of two or more languages often differ. For in-
stance, although some entities can be named in only 
one language (e. g., „Poltergeist“ in German without a 
counterpart in English), other words have multiple but 
different meanings in the two languages (e. g., „hot“ can 

Figure 2: A) In a communicative situation, children were asked to search for the missing shoe of the elephant (Search Phase). Once they referred to the location of the 
shoe, the experimenter turned around to the picture and indicated that she would give them the shoe in a minute (Repair Phase). B) Percentage of children referring 
to the shoe in the Search Phase and the Repair Phase. Monolinguals = children exposed to Swiss German only, Bidialectals = children exposed to Swiss German and 
German, Bilinguals = Swiss German and any other language.
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refer to either temperature or spiciness in English, but 
different words – „heiß“ and „scharf“ – are used to rep-
resent these concepts in German). This makes it diffi-
cult for multilingual children to use the correct words, 
depending on the interaction partner and language in 
use. Consistent with this, previous research shows that 
phonological and grammatical similarity between lan-
guages influences children's language levels in complex 
ways (Aalders et al., 2025; Gampe et al., 2021; Leivada 
et al., 2025). As a result, multilingual children may se-
lect the wrong word or misunderstand their interaction 
partner’s words and constructions. Consistent with this, 
more than 50% of communication failures among multi-
lingual 3-year-olds are attributable to inappropriate use 
of words or language constructions (Comeau & Genesee, 
2001).

In addition, multilingual children not only acquire 
multiple languages but also adopt concepts from multi-
ple cultures. Cultures differ in how meaning is expressed 
(Kandhadai et al., 2014), how communicative inten-
tions are conveyed (Hall, 1989), and how concepts are 
expressed nonverbally (McNeill et al., 1998). Therefore, 
communicative means are not coded and decoded in the 
same way by all communicators, and this may lead to 
negative grounding.

In sum, multilingual children are exposed to a com-
munication environment that differs significantly from 
that of monolingual children. Because of the different 
languages they are exposed to and the differences in 
communication styles across cultures, multilingual chil-
dren are more likely to experience greater variability in 
their everyday communicative experiences than mono-
lingual children. Specifically, multilingual children 
may encounter more misunderstandings and negative 
grounding. According to the COMmunicative Experi-
ence (Wermelinger et al., 2024) perspective, these expe-
riences may influence and shape their communicative 
behavior.

5. A new perspective on the development 
of communicative behavior

The COME perspective assumes that children's commu-
nicative behavior develops dynamically through their 
everyday interactions with others (Wermelinger et al., 
2024). In particular, we suggest that children differ in the 
variability of their everyday communicative experiences: 
for instance, the number and length of interactions, the 
contexts of interactions, the number of different interac-
tion partners, and whether they understand others and 
are understood by their interaction partners. The COME 
perspective proposes that, over time, these differences 
in everyday experiences lead to distinct communica-
tive behaviors. That is, repeated experiences of positive 
grounding (i. e., being understood by others) lead to re-
inforcement and establishment of the chosen communi-

cative means, whereas repeated experiences of negative 
grounding (e. g., misunderstandings) lead to the need to 
adapt communicative means more frequently, resulting 
in a larger repertoire of communicative means and an 
increased flexibility in using those means in a given sit-
uation.

Monolingual children are likely to encounter fewer sit-
uations with negative grounding. They tend to rely more 
on verbal means (Lauro et al., 2020). This predominantly 
verbal approach results in mostly successful commu-
nication in their monolingual communicative context. 
According to the COME perspective, this low variability 
in everyday communicative experiences results in lower 
variance in communicative means and reduced flexibil-
ity in choosing different means. In contrast, multilingual 
children, due to the challenges posed by the different 
languages spoken and cultures lived in, are more likely 
to experience that their chosen means are not under-
stood by their interaction partner, and that they must 
adapt their communicative behavior if they are to com-
municate successfully. We posit that increased variabil-
ity in multilingual children’s everyday communicative 
experiences over time shapes how they communicate 
with others.

6. Outlook

In this article, we reviewed findings indicating that mul-
tilingual children possess a larger repertoire of commu-
nicative means and greater flexibility in their use. We 
suggested that this may be due to their everyday com-
munication experiences. Crucially, not only does the 
COME perspective (Wermelinger et al., 2024) explain  
group-level differences in communicative behavior  
between monolingual and multilingual children, but 
it also suggests that any form of diversity in children’s 
communicative experience shapes their subsequent 
communicative behavior. For instance, when monolin-
gual 3-year-olds were exposed to a multilingual-like ex-
perience by presenting them with instructions in their 
native language (English) mixed with a foreign language 
(Japanese), they subsequently displayed more multi-
lingual-like behavior in their interpretation of gestures 
(Yow & Markman, 2016). Similarly, in 4- to 6-year-old 
preschoolers, already a regular exposure to a second 
language (without being able to speak or understand 
this language) led to communicative behavior similar 
to that of multilingual children and different from that 
of monolingual children (Fan et al., 2016) and children 
attending multilingual school lessons exhibited acceler-
ated development of communicative perspective-taking 
skills compared to children without these lessons (Agos-
tini et al., 2025).

Differences in linguistic or cultural contexts may fur-
ther result in variations in children's experiences and 
behavior. Studies have shown that the distance between 
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languages influences children's communicative behav-
ior (Wermelinger et al., 2017) and their vocabulary size 
(Gampe et al., 2021). The distribution of language input 
across languages is associated with language (Aalders et 
al., 2025) and social development (Yow & Li, 2024). Sim-
ilarly, multilingual children's experiences may depend 
on whether they learn their languages simultaneously 
or sequentially, on their language dominance, or on the 
prestige associated with their languages and cultures 
(Paradis, 2023). 

Any form of diversity in children’s  
communicative experience shapes their 
subsequent communicative behavior. 

Finally, diversity in children’s everyday communicative 
experiences must not come from early multilingual ex-
posure to shape their communicative behavior. For in-
stance, children with other challenges (such as deafness 
or a specific language impairment) may exhibit differ-
ences in their communication because they must adapt 
their resources to the circumstances (Botting et al., 2010; 
Evans et al., 2001). Similarly, children with a larger social 
network, that is, more diverse interaction partners, are 
likely to experience greater variability in their commu-
nicative experiences – different people may bring differ-
ent communication styles and lexicons. Consistent with 
this, monolingual children and adults with larger social 
networks exhibit better visual perspective-taking during 
interactions (Burke et al., 2023; Stiller & Dunbar, 2007). 
Therefore, COME perspective (Wermelinger et al., 2024) 
on children’s communicative development reflects the 
view that the differences in communicative behavior be-
tween monolingual and multilingual children are likely 
adaptive to, and shaped by, children’s environment and 
individual differences.
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