Language profiles, learning experiences, and quality of life of multilingual autistic
university students in Poland

Background: Despite the current prevalence of multilingualism, research with multilingual
participants is a developing field of study, especially as far as autistic individuals are concerned (Lim
et al., 2025). Autistic multilinguals come from diverse linguistic backgrounds; however, their lived
experiences remain understudied, which may result in inadequate support for autistic people in
language education. Furthermore, existing research has largely relied on caregiver reports, leaving
the perspectives of autistic multilinguals themselves insufficiently explored (Digard et al., 2020;
Nolte et al., 2021).

Aim: Our research project aims to investigate the relationship between autism, multilingualism, and
the social life quality of multilingual autistic university students, analysing their autistic
traits, language profiles, learning experiences, and self-reported life quality.

Participants: We recruited 39 multilingual autistic adults enrolled in philology or modern
languages programmes at Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznan, Poland. Following the
recommendations of the Autistic Self Advocacy Network (2021), both clinically diagnosed (n=9,
23.1%) and self-identifying autistic individuals (n=30, 76.9%) were included in the study.
The respondents were mostly female (n=26, 66.7%), although there was a smaller number of male
(n=6, 15.4%) and non-binary (n=4, 10.3%) participants. The participants’ age ranged from 18 to 31
years (M =22.10, SD = 2.57).

Measures: The respondents were asked to complete two online questionnaires. The first
questionnaire was a modified version of the Autism and Bilingualism Census (Digard et al., 2020)
supplemented with multiple choice and open-ended questions regarding foreign language learning in
a higher education context. The second questionnaire was the Ritvo Autism Asperger Diagnostic
Scale-Revised (RAADS-R) (Ritvo et al., 2011), which is a self-reported measure of traits associated
with autism, including language use and social relatedness.

Results: In terms of language profiles, 22 individuals (56.4%) were bilingual and 17 (43.6%) spoke
more than two languages. Native speakers of Polish, Russian, Ukrainian, Norwegian, Mandarin, and
Italian were represented in the study. The participants’ RAADS-R scores demonstrated traits
consistent with autism, with pronounced traits on the language and sensory-motor subscales.

The thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2019) of open-ended responses yielded the following
themes: ‘situational stress and challenges’, ‘language learning facilitators’, ‘use of accommodations’,
and ‘benefits of multilingualism’. The participants indicated stress resulting from social interaction,
sensory sensitivities, the intense pace of learning, and having to focus on multiple languages or
competences simultaneously. They articulated a need for a range of adjustments, such as extended
deadlines, changes to the exam format, accommodations for sensory needs, and opportunities to
compensate for absences. The responses demonstrated that the participants framed multilingualism
as beneficial for social inclusion and self-expression, while foreign languages were perceived as a
means of accessing media, engaging in hobbies, and broadening one’s knowledge about
autism.During the presentation, our current findings will be supplemented with more detailed
qualitative data elicited during semi-structured interviews with a subset of 10 participants.
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We would deeply appreciate it if our work could be reviewed by scholars exploring the interaction
between multilingualism and neurodiversity, such as Dr Bérengere Digard, Dr Rachael
Davis, and Dr Franziska Koder.



Keywords: autism, multilingualism, foreign language learning, life quality

References:

Braun, Virginia and Victoria Clarke. 2006. “Using thematic analysis in psychology”, Qualitative
Research in Psychology 3, 2: 77-101.
(https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1191/1478088706gp0630a).

Braun, Virginia and Victoria Clarke. 2019. “Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis”, Qualitative
Research in Sport, Exercise and Health 11, 4: 589-597.

(https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806).

Digard, Bérengere G, Antonella Sorace, Andrew Stanfield and Sue Fletcher-Watson. 2020.
“Bilingualism in autism: Language learning profiles and social experiences”, Autism 24, 8: 2166-
2177. (https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1362361320937845).

Lim, Nataly, Rachel Wee, Veryne Wong and Adrienne Russell-George. 2025. “Autism and
Bilingualism: A Systematic Review of Stakeholders’ Perspectives and Experiences”, Review Journal
of Autism and Developmental Disorders. (https://link.springer.com/10.1007/s40489-025-00519-9).

Nolte, Kathryn, Sue Fletcher-Watson, Antonella Sorace, Andrew Stanfield and Bérengére G. Digard.
2021. “Perspectives and experiences of autistic multilingual adults: a qualitative analysis”, Autism in
Adulthood: Challenges and Management 3, 4: 310-319.

Ritvo, Riva Ariella, Edward R. Ritvo, Donald Guthrie, Max J. Ritvo, Demetra H. Hufnagel, William
McMahon, Bruce Tonge, David Mataix-Cols, Amita Jassi, Tony Attwood and Johann Eloff. 2011.
“The ritvo autism asperger diagnostic scale-revised (Raads-r): a scale to assist the diagnosis of autism
spectrum disorder in adults: an international validation study”, Journal of Autism and Developmental
Disorders 41, 8: 1076-1089. (http:/link.springer.com/10.1007/s10803-010-1133-5).

What we believe—Autistic Self Advocacy Network. (2021). https://autisticadvocacy.org/about-
asan/what-we-believe/



https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/s10803-010-1133-5
https://autisticadvocacy.org/about-asan/what-we-believe/
https://autisticadvocacy.org/about-asan/what-we-believe/

