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Who is a Dual Language Learner?

Terminology Matters!

ü Dual language learners are young children 

learning two or more languages at the same time, 

as well as those learning a second language while 

continuing to develop their first (or home) 

language. 

ü Includes simultaneous 

and sequential, successive



Demographic Urgency 

Diverse group that is growingð

in size and diversity of backgroundsé

üMore than 30% of children enrolled in Head Start live in 

households where English is not the primary language 

(ACF, 2013)

ü15% of K-12 Enrollment in U.S (2011, NCES); 

ü27% of all children in U.S. born in DL homes; most speak 

Spanish (80-85%)
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Diversity Within the 
DLL Population

ÅCountries of origin; family cultures

ÅImmigrant vsnon-immigrant 
experience

ÅExposure and opportunities to 
learn in home language & English

ÅSocioeconomic status and parental 
education
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Who are dual language 

learners and what do we 

know about their 

development and 

achievement?

Developmental Paradoxes!!
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*Ȱȣyoung DLL children may know certain words 
in the home language, but not in English, and as a 
result, they may have a smaller vocabulary than 
English or Spanish monolinguals. For example, 
they may know the names of objects in the 
kitchen and home in Spanish but not in English. In 
these cases the child may look like he has limited 
vocabulary in each languageȢȱ 

* In Challenging Common Myths About Young Dual Language 
Learners: An Update to the Seminal 2008 Report Page 17 
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Poll #2: Answer
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*Recent studies from cognitive neuroscientists 
have found differences in brain activity in the 
areas of the brain that process language across 
bilingual and monolingual PreKindergarteners. 
Young bilingual children develop more widely 
dispersed and evenly distributed neural pathways 
across both brain hemispheres. 

*In Challenging Common Myths About Young Dual Language 
Learners: An Update to the Seminal 2008 Report Page 8 
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Poll #3: Answer
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*These studies have also demonstrated that knowing more 
than one language does not delay the acquisition of 
English or impede academic achievement in English when 
both languages are supported. Research on children who 
learn English after their home language has been 
establishedɂusually around three years of ageɂhas also 
shown that most young children are capable of adding a 
second language and that this dual language ability 
confers long-term cognitive, cultural, and economic 
advantages.

*In Challenging Common Myths, page 6
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Poll #4: Answer
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POLL #5



*Even when teachers do not speak the child's home 
language, there are many specific teaching practices 
that will support continued development of the home 
language. Teachers and ancillary staff can support 
ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÈÏÍÅ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈÏÕÔ the day in all 
kinds of learning situations;ȣ they can also train 
parents, community members, and volunteers to work 
with DLL children in their home language. 

* In Challenging Common Myths About Young Dual Language Learners: An 
Update to the Seminal 2008 Report Page 12 

14

Poll #5: Answer
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LATEST RESEARCH ON DLL DEVELOPMENT

AND ACHIEVEMENT

1. California Department of Education (2013).  

Californiaôs Best Practices for Young Dual 

Language Learners:  Research Overview 

Papers

2. National Academies of Sciences: Report on Fostering 
the Success of DLLs, Birth to 18 (in process)

3. Center on Early Care and Education Research-Dual 
Language Learners: 30 products on DLLs

http ://cecerdll.fpg.unc.edu/
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http://cecerdll.fpg.unc.edu/
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Children from Low-income and 

Dual Language Families Highly 

Vulnerable to Underachievement

ü NAEP Scores 

ü State Achievement Data

ü K Entry Data

ü High School Completion

ü College Enrollment 
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How Much of Achievement Gap is Due to 
Language Status (DLL) vsPoverty vs
Cultural/Linguistic Discontinuity???
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Dual Language Learners are Very Diverse

ɆContext Matters!

ɀSES

ɀCountry of origin

ɀLanguages spoken

ɀAge of exposure

ɀQuantity and quality of language inputs

ɀOpportunities to use language

18
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Having a second language 
is sometimes linked to 
higher achievement in 
%ÎÇÌÉÓÈȣ%#,3-K data 

analysis. 
Espinosa, et al., 2007
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The combination of living in poverty and 

having limited access to early education 

increases the vulnerability of young DLLs to 

negative outcomes.

Castro, Espinosa, & Paez, (2011)

Having more than one language during ECE 

years should not be considered a risk 

factor !!



What WE Do in ECE Programs (from 

bus rides to meals to storybooks) Will 

Have Long-term Benefits for Children.



*Missed 
opportunities

*Unrealized 
potentials
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Young DLLs Often Underserved or 
Inappropriately Served
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The Science of Early Bilingualism

1. Capacity of Young Children; Age 
of Exposure

2. Benefits/Differences: 
Cognitive, Social, Linguistic, 
Executive Function Skills, Family 
Dynamisms Vocabulary

3. Need to Support Both 
Languages

4. Families are Critical Partners 
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Infant Brains & Bilingualism:

Study Methods
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Research Base

ÅBrain development of young bilinguals:

ïDifferent than monolinguals

ïTwo linguistic systems develop

ïAt birth, can perceive all phonemes in 

all languages; by 10-12 months 

phonemic pruning has occurred
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Cognitive Development* 

Young bilinguals show advanced skills in non-verbal 

ÅØÅÃÕÔÉÖÅ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÓËÉÌÌÓȣȢÄÅÔÅÃÔÁÂÌÅ ÁÔ Ω ÍÏÎÔÈÓȦ

Vinhibitory control (ability to resist a habitual response or 

information not relevant) 

Vworking memory or updating (ability to hold information in 

mind and mentally manipulate it) 

V cognitive flexibility ( ability to adjust to changes in     

demands or priorities and switch between goals) 

* Barac, R., Bialystok, E., Castro, D. C., & Sanchez, M. (2014). The Cognitive Development of Young 

Dual Language Learners: A Critical Review. Early  Childhood Research Quarterly, 29 (4), 699-714. 



Language and Literacy Development of 
DLLs*

ÁTiming: age of exposure

ÁAmount and quality of 

exposure

ÁOpportunity to use and 

practice
* Hammer, C. S., Hoff, E., Uchikoshi, Y., Gillanders, C. & Castro, D. C. (2014). The Language 

and Literacy Development of Young Dual Language Learners: A Critical Review. Early Childhood 

Research Quarterly, 29 (4), 715-733. 



Language and Literacy Development of DLLs..

ÁVocabulary development looks different: longer 
lexical retrieval time

ÁSmaller vocabularies in each language; conceptual 
vocabularies when combined in 2 languages 
comparable

ÁSpeech production somewhat slower

ÁGrammatical development differed

ÁCross-language (L1-L2) influences varied by 
similarities of 2 languages
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Á
Children of Mexican 

immigrant families tended 

to have more social-

emotional competencies 

(initiative and self-control) 

and fewer behavior 

problems than 

nonimmigrants at K entry.

Social Emotional Development of DLLs*

* Halle, T., Whittaker, J. V., Zepeda, M., Rothenberg, L., Anderson, R., et al (2014). The Social-

ȤEmotional Development of Dual Language Learners: Looking Back at Existing Research and 

Moving Forward with Purpose. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 29 (4), 734-749.



*Balanced bilingualism 
necessary for cognitive, 
linguistic benefits

*Bilingual advantages found 
across cultural and SES 
groups

5/10/201631

Bilingual Advantages Tied to Extent 
of Bilingualism
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Language Exposure and Opportunity 

to Use Best Predictors of Proficiency

üChildren need opportunities to hear, 
process, and use language during 
meaningful interactions

üResearch suggests I/Tsneed sufficient time 
with high quality input in language to learn 
it
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EARLY CARE AND EDUCATION CONTEXTS

Child care appears to be especially beneficial for 

DLLs: larger gains than other children

Å in center-based care

Å in high quality care

Åwhen home language is spoken in setting

Evidence suggests DLLs are less likely to

Å be in child care before Pre-K

Å be enrolled in center-based care before Pre-K 

experience high quality care or use home language in 

center care

Espinosa, L. M., Burchinal, M., Winsler, A., Tien, H., Castro, D. C., & Peisner- Feinberg, E. (under review). 

Child Care Experiences among Dual Language Learners in the US: Analyses of the Early Childhood 

Longitudinal Survey-Birth
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Importance of Supporting Both Languages

üFrequently early English exposure leads to loss of home 
language

üCarefully balanced language approach is needed during 
early years

üLearning English is important, but should not come at the 
expense of continued development in first language

5/10/2016
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What does this mean?

ÁDLLs should not be expected to perform like 
monolinguals: different patterns of development

ÁInitial differences may look like delays; DLLs need 
time and language learning opportunities to 
become proficient in both languages 

ÁBilinguals cannot be compared to monolingual 
norms when assessing children
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Need to revise and 

implement improved 

policies and practices birth 

to eight that reflect the 

current research on 

bilingual development and 

the realities of local 

contexts.


