Dual Language Learners in Head Start
Overview
Children who are learning two or more languages at the same time are known as Dual Language Learners
(DLL). They represent a large subgroup of the Head Start population: in 2007-2008 DLL children made up 29%
of Head Start participants. Given the unique cultural and linguistic context of this population, these children
and their families need tailored educational and outreach services in order to fully participate in Head Start
learning and social activities. As discussed below, current Head Start legislation and regulations contain
requirements and recommendations for supporting these children and their families.
In addition, the Improving Head Start for School Readiness Act of 2007 mandated a study on the status of
1
children who speak more than one language or who are learning English, which was completed in 2013.
Providing targeted assistance to and monitoring the progress of DLL children can contribute to improved
service delivery for these children and their families. Moreover, given the benefits of bilingualism in school
2
and at home to future cognitive development, a learning environment with multiple languages and cultural
3
traditions may benefit not only DLL students but all children in the classroom.
Supporting Dual Language Learners in Head Start
Head Start has a long history of supporting children and families of diverse backgrounds and cultures. Since
the 1960s, Head Start has maintained two culturally and linguistically specialized programs: American
Indian/Alaska Native Head Start programs and Migrant and Seasonal Head Start programs. More generally,
Head Start legislation, regulations, and program guidelines all contain requirements and recommendations for
supporting DLL children.
For example, the 2007 Head Start Act requires that when determining funding for a Head Start agency, the
4
agency’s plan to meet the needs of DLL children should be a consideration. The Head Start Program
Performance Standards require that “when a majority of children speak the same language, at least one
5
classroom staff member or home visitor interacting regularly with the children must speak their language.”
The program performance standards also require that classroom staff be aware of the ethnicity of the families
6
they serve and be able to communicate with these families either directly or through a translator. The 2010
Head Start Child Development and Early Learning Framework, a revised version of the Child Outcomes
Framework, introduced a new English Language Development Domain which “stresses the importance of
7
maintaining children’s home/first language as they learn English.” In addition, the Office of Head Start has
released various Information Memoranda and Policy Instructions with specific requirements or
recommendations for DLL children such as requiring that centers post emergency information in other
8
languages besides English, and providing guidelines for staff cultural responsiveness in Head Start programs.
These represent just a few of the many instances in which Head Start legislation, regulations and guidelines
provide additional and targeted support for DLL children.
Beyond these general, program-wide requirements and recommendations, the Office of Head Start (OHS)
sponsors and encourages innovative practices, programs and studies to improve services for DLLs, including:
 Two Head Start Innovation and Improvement Projects from 2005 to 2008: the University of Cincinnati’s
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Bilingual Bridge program that provided professional development and other support services in Spanish,
and the Community Development Institute’s HELLP (Head Start English Language Learners Project) that
9
provided comprehensive training on working with DLL children and families to 44 Head Start programs.
 Two cohorts of the CRADLE (Culturally Responsive and Aware Dual Language Education) pilot study, which
10
began in 2006 and assisted 44 Early Head Start programs in “designing and implementing program-wide
philosophies, policies, and practices to support children and families from diverse language and cultural
11
backgrounds.”
 A Center of Excellence in Early Childhood grant awarded in 2010 for up to five years to Youth Development,
Inc., a large Head Start grantee that uses a dual language model in which classes are taught in English half
of the time and Spanish half of the time. Part of the grant must be used for dissemination of best practices
12
to other Head Start programs.
Monitoring the progress of Dual Language Learners in Head Start
In recognition of demographic shifts, the 2007 Head Start Act mandated that a study be conducted on “the
13
status of limited English proficient children and their families participating in Head Start programs.” The
resulting report, published in 2013, examined the population of Dual Language Learners in Head Start. DLLs
make up over a quarter of children enrolled in traditional Head Start programs, and around 90% of children in
Migrant and Seasonal Head Start (MSHS) programs. The report found that most DLLs are enrolled in Head
Start classrooms that use their home language for instruction at least some of the time. It also found that on
average DLLs enrolled in Head Start experience similar classroom quality as children from monolingual English
homes, with global classroom quality ranging from minimal to good. However, DLLs are less likely than their
English monolingual peers to be in classrooms where new words are discussed as a daily activity. They are also
less likely to receive center-based services (as opposed to home-based or combination) or to be enrolled in
programs with a center that operates more than 10 hours per day.
In terms of child outcomes, the report found that after a year of Head Start, DLL children had made greater
improvements than their monolingual peers in some areas such as English vocabulary development and
cognitive-social skills, but they also experienced increased prevalence of overweight during their time in Head
Start. Looking at the program more broadly, study findings indicated that children entering Head Start lag
behind their same age peers in the national norming population in many developmental areas, and that DLLs
lag behind even more. While Head Start children in general, and DLLs in particular, experienced gains in many
developmental areas throughout their time in the program, Head Start was not able to narrow the school
14
readiness gap between its participants, including DLLs, and the national norming population.
Beyond Head Start, there is a growing body of evidence on the positive effects of early education for DLLs,
although more research is needed. These promising findings come from a variety of experimental and nonexperimental studies of preschool programs, including Head Start, that show as strong or stronger positive
impacts for DLLs compared to their English-speaking or native-born peers. An emerging theme among these
studies is the importance of systematically incorporating children’s home language and English in classroom
instruction for DLL children. Programs that consistently and intentionally incorporate both languages can
15
promote successful development in both languages for Dual Language Learners.
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