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Changes in Early Childhood Education 
Ms. Morrison has been a PreK and kindergarten teacher for over 
twenty years. A few years ago the demographic composition of 
children in her classroom began to change. Now about half of the 
children in her classroom come from families that speak a 
language other than English, either exclusively or in addition to 
English. Most of the time these youngsters begin the school year 
with limited or no abilities in English and their level of ability in 
their first language varies. Ms. Morrison is not bilingual and is 
pleased to see that the dual language learners (DLLs) in her class 
are learning English quickly, but at the same time, she is concerned 
because they seem to not understand when she talks about 
subject area content; on average, DLLs’ learning is slower than that 
of the other kids in her class, although, some of them are doing 
well.  Ms. Morrison feels frustrated because she is using the 
strategies that have always worked well with other children and 
wishes she could do more to support the DLLs in her classroom. 
This scenario represents a situation that occurs often across the 
United States: DLLs attend early care and education (ECE) 
programs where their teachers are not bilingual and there is no 
support for them in their home language. However, we know that 
even a monolingual English-speaking teacher like Ms. Morrison, 
prepared with the knowledge about how growing up bilingually 
influences children’s development and which strategies will work 
to support DLLs and how to implement them, can help facilitate 
DLLs development and learning. 

There is an increased awareness in the field of early 
childhood about the need to address the growing cultural and 
linguistic diversity among children and families being served in ECE 
programs. Current federal and state level policies are in place that 
require ECE programs to be accountable for the implementation of 
high quality early childhood practices that promote positive 
outcomes for all children, including DLLs (see the Policy Maker 
Brief and Policy Thinker Brief for a discussion of ECE-DLL policies). 
As important as policy is, the most challenging step is to make 
changes to classroom practices in response to the policy 
regulations. Even though there is still a need for further research, 
the current knowledge base allows us to identify some elements of 
high quality early education for DLLs, and those are related to 
program characteristics, teachers’ knowledge and skills, curriculum 
and instruction, and partnerships with families.  In this brief, we 
will focus on what teachers need to know about principles to teach 
DLLs and effective classroom practices to support these children. 

Language and culture are interrelated, therefore, DLLs’ 
experiences are not only about communicating and learning in two 
languages, but also about dealing with two cultures that may or 
may not hold the same values and expectations. The particular 
characteristics and experiences of DLLs require that teachers use  
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of teaching approaches and strategies that may differ from 
those used to support monolingual children.  For instance, 
research has found that when compared to monolinguals, 
DLLs can present different patterns and rates of development 
in certain domains. These differences often depend on a DLL’s 
age of acquisition of the second language and their levels of 
exposure to that language. Importantly, these differences are 
part of a DLL’s typical development. Thus, it is critical that ECE 
programs implement appropriate teaching strategies with 
DLLs, so that DLLs can fully benefit from participation in ECE 
programs.  

 
Effective teachers of DLLs need to be knowledgeable about: 

 The development of DLLs’ first and second language, including all aspects of 
language development;  

 The role of bilingualism across developmental domains;  

 The relation between language and culture and its linkage to DLLs’ developmental 
domains;  

 How to promote positive teacher-child interactions and peer interactions with 
bilingual children;  

 How to implement effective instructional practices to promote development and 
learning in two languages;  

 How to implement appropriate assessment strategies with DLLs and how to use 
DLLs’ developmental assessments to inform instructional planning ; and 

 How to build partnerships with families of DLLs.  Family members will be the best 
partners to learn about DLLs’ experiences at home, the community they belong 
to, and to better understand DLLs’ context of development. 

 
There are some premises that can guide teachers’ work with DLLs: 

 A pedagogical approach for DLLs should be based on children’s strengths and not 
on what they are lacking.  

 Avoid comparing DLLs with how monolingual children develop and perform 
academically. 

 Children’s bilingualism is a characteristic that can serve as a protective factor in 
promoting DLLs’ development and school success.  

 Practices with DLLs need to be intentional and systematic. Lesson plans need to 
include explicit activities targeting DLLs and effective practices for DLLs should be 
embedded throughout the curriculum. 
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National Research Summit on the Early Care and Education of Dual Language Learners 
In the Spring of 2014, the Heising-Simons and McKnight Foundations each awarded $30,000 towards a National Research Summit on the Early Care and Education of 
Dual Language Learners. The goal of the two day summit was to engage and extend the established knowledge base accrued by the Center for Early Care and 
Educational Research Dual Language Learners (CECER-DLL), while simultaneously informing the future potential efforts by the Heising-Simons and McKnight 
Foundations specific to the early care and education of dual language learners.  
 

 


