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 the Balance of 
Bilingualism 

by Karen Nemeth

Active learning is essential in any child’s develop-
ment, whether or not that child is a dual language 
learner.

highscoPe teaching Practices

HighScope’s key developmental indica-
tors in English language learning

D. Language, Literacy, and Commu-
nication

30. English Language Learning:  
( If applicable) Children use English and 
their home language(s) (including sign 
language).

Description: Children understand and 
use English and their home language(s). 
They adjust the language they use to 
the person with whom they are com-
municating. Children know there are 
different ways of speaking and different 
writing systems (alphabets).

i t is a common myth that early 
childhood educators should focus 
on teaching young dual language 

learners (DLLs) to speak. Too much 
time spent “teaching” English reduc-
es the time children spend engaged  
in active learning. In reality, research 
shows that the most important task of 
early childhood educators is to pave 
the way for DLLs to understand the 
concepts and content they need to 
learn in the early years (Espinosa, 
2013). The recent joint policy state-
ment of the US Departments of 
Health and Human Services (HHS) 
and Education advises programs to 
foster the “cognitive, linguistic, social 
emotional, and physical development” 
of DLLs — just as is expected of  
English-only children in the class-
room (US Departments of HHS and 
Education, 2016). 

early educators are therefore inten-
tional about creating language-rich 
environments that promote the holistic 
development of all young children. 
meeting this responsibility, however, 
can be challenging when the teacher 
and child do not speak the same lan-
guage. Welcoming children from 
diverse language backgrounds into the 
early childhood classroom requires 
simultaneously supporting both the 
home language and english learning, 
with cultural sensitivity.

to begin with, supports for the  
home language and culture make the 
curriculum concepts and content more 
accessible for dLLs. often the most 
important factor for successful negotia-
tion of a new culture for a dLL is a 
strong foundation in his or her home 
language and culture. including the 
names of familiar foods in class books 
or even incorporating those foods into 
an activity is one way to connect with 
families and support the child’s home 
culture. it is important to keep in mind 
that much of what the child has learned 
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before coming to school is mentally 
represented and understood in his or her 
home language. to build on each child’s 
prior knowledge, connecting to those 
home-language words and concepts will 
be essential to effective early education.

in addition to support of the child’s 
primary language and culture, explicit 
supports for learning english are also 

needed. teachers need to take more time 
to explain and demonstrate the meanings 
of words for all children, and for dLLs 
that means making connections between 
new words and words they already know 
in the home language (ackerman & 
tazi, 2015). here again, support of the 
home language is integral to the process 
of discovery in a new language.

despite ample evidence to the con-
trary, the myth that the home language 
interferes with the learning process in 
the classroom persists. the fact is, find-
ing the right balance is the key. educa-
tors can use the following specific 

strategies to achieve that balance by 
helping children maintain their primary 
language while learning in english.

Encourage children to communi-
cate in whatever language they choose. 
the more children know in their first 
language, the stronger the transfer to a 
second one. therefore, it is important 
for them to speak and write in whatever 
language(s) they can. Placing children 
who speak the same language together 

in the same classroom or small group 
will facilitate their rich home language 
practice during play,  even if the teacher 
doesn’t understand what they say. don’t 
be concerned when children “code 
switch” (mix the two languages) because 
it’s a sign they are learning to use all of 
the language resources at their disposal 
to communicate in more effective ways. 
adults, however, should try to be con-
sistent in speaking one language during 
a conversation or an interaction with a 
child (national center on cultural and 
Linguistic responsiveness, 2014). Begin 
by conversing as a partner with children 
— initiate with a comment or an obser-
vation about what children are doing. 
eventually, it might be appropriate to 
ask questions. Learn to ask some key 
questions such as “What are you doing?” 
in the languages of the children to 
encourage them to answer in their home 
language so they may have more vocab-
ulary at their disposal.

At the art easel during work time,  
Teresa is painting. The teacher 
approaches Teresa.

Teacher: Teresa, you are painting.

Teresa: I do [pause] arboles.

Teacher: Arboles? Trees?

Teresa: He go on tree. He climb.

Teacher: He is climbing the tree [with 
gesture].

Teresa: He fall off.

Teacher: Is he ok?

Teresa: Si, he put [long pause] vendaje.

Teacher: Vendaje?

Teresa: On feet.

Teacher: Oh, he hurt his feet?

Teresa: Vendaje [points to a mark on 
the paper].

Teacher: Band Aid!

Teresa: Yes [smiles broadly].

Teacher: It’s a colorful Band Aid.

Teresa: Gracias, teacher!

Sing songs, read books, and tell 
stories in children’s home languages 
as well as English. invite children and 

To help children make connections between new words and words they already know, this teacher names her 
actions and the ingredients she is using.

The myth that the home 
language interferes with 
the learning process  
still persists, despite 
ample evidence to the 
contrary.

If possible, place children who speak the same lan-
guage in the same small group so they can practice 
their home language.
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families to share songs, fairy tales, and 
rhymes from home, and encourage them 
to teach these to the class. incorporating 
a range of music and stories celebrates 
cultural diversity while helping children 

retain their home language as they learn 
english. make an effort to select songs 
and stories that build vocabulary that 
children can use during the activities of 
the school day. a song that just includes 
greeting words in other languages is a 
nice introduction to world languages, 

but it doesn’t really add meaningful 
vocabulary children need for learning. 
instead, try singing familiar english 
songs and substituting words from the 
children’s home language — for exam-
ple, sing “old mcdonald” and include 
animal names from other languages. 
reading “goldilocks and the three 
Bears” in another language can build 
connections to words about compari-
sons, sizes, family members, and so on. 

When reading the story “Ricitos de oro 
y los tres osos,” Jennifer (the teacher) 
asked Dante if he liked soup or sopa. 
Dante smiled and said, “I eat mucho 
sopa.” Jennifer responded, “Oh you eat 
mucho sopa — lots of soup? Where do 
you see soup? ¿Dónde se ve sopa? ” 
Dante happily pointed to the illustra-
tions, saying “Caliente, frío, perfecto!”

Support conversations in English 
at some times and the child’s language 
at other times. Using both languages 
helps dLLs achieve a balance, but  
be selective about when you do this 
(nemeth, 2012). Using both languages 
mixed together disrupts the flow and 
meaning of a story or discussion. if you 
don’t speak a child’s home language, 
learn a few key phrases and supplement 
these with gestures and facial expres-
sions “to bring your words to life” 
(nemeth, 2012, p. 53). focus your 
exploration of language on vocabulary 
— nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs 
— rather than grammar or sentence 
structure so dLL children can begin 
communicating with adults and peers 
quickly. consider inviting volunteers 
from local colleges or organizations, or 
the family members of the children, to 
serve as play and conversation partners 
to support home language growth.

These children substitute 
words such as vaca (cow) 
and caballo (horse) when  

singing “Old McDonald.”

Choose songs and  
stories that build  
vocabulary that  
children can use in  
the classroom.

continued on page 16
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research

From birth, children progress through pre-
dictable stages of language development as 
they learn the language or languages present 
in their environment. (Of course, we know that 
the actual times of moving from one stage to 
the next vary greatly from child to child.) This 
sequence is the same for children learning one 
language or two or more languages.

0–6 months: Cooing

6–12 months: Babbling (practicing 
sounds and conventions of speech,  
and understanding many words before 
producing any real words)

12–20 months: Speaking one word  
at a time, rapidly increasing receptive 
vocabulary (the words children under-
stand)

18–24 months: Producing utterances 
of two or more words (telegraphic 
speech — where two or three words 
represent the meaning of an entire  
sentence; for example, saying “truck 
go” to mean “The truck is going!”)

24–36 months: Speaking in sentenc-
es, having conversations, recounting 
simple stories.

How Children Learn First and Second Languages
by Karen Nemeth

In Stage 2 of second language 
acquisition, children observe and 
develop receptive language but 
may not be ready to use it.

 In Stage 3, children understand the 
rhythms and intonations of English and 
begin to use some key phrases. You may 
hear “telegraphic speech” — for example, 
“Up!” can mean “Look up at the bird!” 
while “Up?” can mean “Will you reach up 
and get me that toy?” They also employ 
“formulaic speech” — using memorized 
phrases that serve a function when a ges-
ture or word is added. For example, “I want” 
plus pointing might mean “I want an apple.”

 In Stage 4, children have informal fluency 
in the new language, including the ability to 
speak in full sentences and hold conversa-
tions. Even when they have progressed to 
the fourth stage, young DLLs still think and 
understand many things in their first lan-
guage and will continue to need support 
and experiences in that language while 
developing their English. 

Preschoolers learning English as a second 
language after they have begun learning a first 
one will also typically progress through several 
stages (Tabors, 2008). The variability of how 
and when these stages happen can be even 
greater for second language learners, depend-
ing on how well-developed their first language 
may be and how well their first language  
transfers to their second (Sandhoffer &  
Uchikoshi, 2013).

 In Stage 1, children keep using their home 
language at school but may begin to say 
less or even stop talking if the school envi-
ronment does not support it. 

 In Stage 2, children observe interactions 
and develop receptive language but may not 
yet be ready to express the language they 
have learned. At Stage 2, a child may go 
right to his seat at the table when he hears 
the teacher announce lunchtime, but is not 
ready to reply when asked what kind of 
sandwich he wants.
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Many experts emphasize that the process  
of learning a second language does not, and 
should not, be a path to eliminating the first 
language. Some authors describe the process 
of “interlanguage” use (Cheatham & Ro, 2010), 
and others use the term “translanguaging” 
(Garcia & Wei, 2014) to describe the continuing 
use of elements of both languages that occurs 
naturally in bilingual children and adults. The 
importance of supporting the development of 
each child’s home language is also emphasized 
in the new joint report from the US Departments 
of Health and Human Services and Education 
that was released in June 2016.  
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Letter Links
Letter Links is a literacy learning tool 
that builds on children’s natural inter-
est in reading and writing their own 
names. each child’s name is paired with 
an image for a word that has the same 
first sound as his or her name — the 
name and image together are called a 
letter link. 

as they use letter links throughout the 
classroom day, children learn the alpha-
betic principle and develop phonological 
awareness and other literacy abilities. 

our letter links resources provide repro-
ducible letter links images, teaching 
strategies, and a summary of the research 
behind this approach. also included 
are 25 fun-filled learning activities that 
support children’s development in the 
following categories: the alphabetic 
principle, phonological awareness, sense 
of word, and vocabulary.

available in print and web versions at 
highscope.org.

P1374SET $44.95   
includes book in english or spanish and a 
2-year license subscription to Letter Links 
online.

www.highscope.org
http://secure.highscope.org/productcart/pc/viewPrd.asp?idproduct=349&idcategory=231
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Michelle, a teacher in a preschool pro-
gram, approached Diego at arrival time 
and said, “Hola, Diego! Como estas?” 
Diego replied, “Bien.” As she made eye 
contact with Diego and his dad, Michelle 
repeated, “Bien. Bienvenida.” 

one preschool, located in a large, 
urban school district, offers dual lan-
guage immersion (dLi). several classes 
are set up so that half the four-year-olds 
in each class are native english speakers 
and the other half are native spanish 
speakers. these dLi classes are taught 
by a pair of teachers so that the primary 

language used changes every other day. 
one day, all activities and discussions 
are in english; the next day, the spanish-
speaking teacher leads everyone to talk 
and learn in spanish. in this way, all of 
the children are developing bilingually. 
each child gets clear support for his or 
her home language at some times, and 
has to work hard to learn the new lan-
guage at other times, and all of the chil-

dren progress together in the learning 
experiences that form the essential 
foundation for future academic success.

Kyle, an English-speaking preschool 
teacher, learns and uses a short Spanish 
song entitled “Chocolate” during large-
group time. Kyle tries to pronounce tres 
and the children giggle. He has difficul-
ty with rolling the /r/, and the children 
show him and help him practice the 
word tres. Everyone enjoys the experi-
ence, and Kyle reports that the children 
often request this song.

Use narrative to enhance the flu-
ency of DLLs. in addition to telling  
and reading stories in the conventional 
sense, use “storytelling” throughout the 

daily routine. for example, think of the 
message board as a “story” about what 
will happen that day. encourage chil-
dren to share their plans or to recall 
what they did in the form of a story that 
teachers can also write down and read 
again, in english or in the children’s 
home language. at arrival and pickup 
times, children are often full of stories 
about something they saw on the way to 
school or what they and their families 
will do that evening or on the weekend. 
Broadly conceived, storytelling enhances 
listening and speaking skills — valuable 
traits for both native english speakers 
and dLLs.

At lunchtime, Angelique told her teacher 
Lori a story about how her little sister 
cried all night. Angelique said, “She cry 
and she cry and she cry. I no sleep!” 
Lori said, “You seem so upset and tired 
— did you fall asleep later?” Angelique 
replied, “I sleep in car.”

Avoid unnecessary praise. if you 
observe a teacher who peppers her 
interactions with empty praise words, 
you can usually see how this behavior 
interrupts the flow and meaning of  
conversations with a child. this is even 
more of an issue when young dLLs are 
involved. Use affirming strategies such 
as smiling, nodding, making specific 

Encourage children  
to share their plans  
or recall what they did  
in the form of a story, 
which enhances both 
listening and speaking 
skills.

Even if you don’t know a child’s home language, you can supplement what you can say with gestures and facial 
expressions.
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Language  
curriculum 
supplement Kit

help children develop literacy skills with this hands-on kit. Kit contains more than 
750 pieces, including aBc stamping sticks, puppets, tracing letters, and much more. 
also includes highscope’s book Fee, Fie Phonemic Awareness. 

P3006SET $279.99  developed in partnership with discount school supply®. explore more  
at highscope.org.

http://secure.highscope.org/productcart/pc/viewPrd.asp?idproduct=1627&idcategory=231
www.highscope.org
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comments about what children are doing, 
and showing that you are attending to 
and understanding their talk as they are 
practicing their new language. making 
a commitment to partner in their play is 

another affirming strategy. remember 
that they depend on hearing high-quality 
language models that they can imitate 
and adopt. adding empty praise words 
can disrupt this learning process.

Right before cleanup time, Anna said, 
“When happy music come on, we clean 
up!” Jeff, her teacher said, “Anna, you 
remembered what happens just before 
cleanup time. You are ready!”

Focus on developing relationships. 
the key to working effectively with 
young children who are dLLs is to 
focus on communication, relationships, 
and content. all young children grow 
up using language for the purpose of 
communicating and building relation-
ships. supporting active learning and 
communication rather than passive 
learning of isolated skills will help 
those young brains develop as they 
should, whether in one language or  
two or more languages. all young  
children need to build their fund of  
content knowledge across all domains. 
they need to feel successful and often 
do if these strategies are applied in  
the context of supportive relationships.  
Providing engaging, hands-on activities 
that foster exploration, imagination, and 
discussion with peers and adults will 
offer the greatest potential for learning 
in two languages. enhance that learning 
by offering explicit explanations, non-
verbal cues, visual supports, and clear 
connections between the two languages. 
With a strong understanding of first- 

and second-language development and 
these few strategies, every early child-
hood educator can be successful in a 
multilingual classroom. Building multi-
ple languages can benefit every child 
now and for the future. 
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Dual language learners 
depend on hearing  
high-quality language 
models that they can 
imitate.

Early childhood educators can enhance DLLs’ language skills by supporting active learning in all the content areas.
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