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One Language, Two Languages,
Three Languages . . . More?

It is about time to go home for the
day, and 2-year-old Lupe is happily
playing with a book, pretending to
read it to another child. Lupe notices
her teacher Silvia and walks over
to show her the book. Silvia, who is
bilingual, asks her, “¿Quieres que te
lea el libro?” [Do you want me to read
you the book?]. Lupe nods. Silvia
reads in Spanish to Lupe and the
other child, pointing out the illustrations and using a warm and caring
voice. The children look up at her
and smile. They are both enjoying a
good time with Silvia, pointing to the
objects in the book and saying the
words in Spanish.
Lupe’s mom Adela, a native
Spanish speaker, arrives to pick up
her daughter. She appears surprised
by what she sees and hears. Adela
asks Silvia, “Why are you speaking to
her in Spanish? Lupe needs to learn
English!”

This scenario demonstrates the myth
that non-English speakers must learn
English early and rapidly. Adela worries that Lupe will not learn English
successfully if she continues to hear
Spanish, but research on dual language
acquisition (DLA) shows that Adela’s
assumption that children can learn
only one language at a time is inaccurate. The fact is, given the opportunity,
very young children can and will learn
two or more languages at the same
time (Genesee, Paradis, & Crago 2004).
Some children, from birth until they
enter preschool, hear only the lan®
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guage spoken at home by their parents
and relatives. Others, like Lupe, who
entered a child care program at 3
months of age, also hear the language
that the majority of people outside
the home speak. It is important that
early childhood teachers help families
understand that children can learn
two languages at the same time. They
should reassure parents that learning
two languages doesn’t come at the
expense of either language.
A child who can communicate and
socialize with his parents, grandparents, and extended family will maintain
the connection to his cultural identity and acquire a sense of belonging
(NAEYC 1995). In addition, cognitive
skills such as thinking, reasoning,
problem solving, and word choice,
which the child uses in learning his
home language, are the same skills
needed to learn English, thus paving
the way for later school success.
Infants and toddlers have the ability to learn more than one language
at the same time and can do so well
(Genesee, Paradis, & Crago 2004). The
belief that a child has to abandon his

home language to be able to learn
English implies that the young brain
has limited learning capacity. In fact,
there is no need to “make space” for
language in a young child’s brain,
because the brain is wired to learn
language. This concept is at the core
of the most effective advice educators
can give families: Make every effort
to help children learn and keep their
home language. What matters most is
that the infant/toddler is exposed to
an effective language-learning environment, whether it is in a supportive
care setting or at home (Powers 2008).

Learning environments
An effective learning environment
for the young dual language learner is
one in which strategies are in place to
intentionally and continuously support
bilingualism. Such practice validates
children’s home language. It also helps
them develop a sense of self.
In high-quality infant/toddler programs, the teachers
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• engage young children in conversation during daily routines, for example,
during mealtime or before nap time;
• read with children, using common
words, poems, songs, and stories in
children’s home languages;
• label objects verbally;
• introduce the sounds of the alphabet
letters to the dual language learner
in the home language in addition to
English; and
• invite families and members of the
child’s cultural community to share
stories, songs, and food.
In the home, parents and other adults
• talk with the child in their home
language;
• read books in their home language
or tell their own stories to their children; and
• encourage children to use their home
language to talk and socialize with
them and with the extended family.
Whether in the classroom or at
home, the most effective strategy for
early language learning is frequent
exposure to and repetition in the
language that the adults are most
comfortable speaking.

Now try it
• Demonstrate respect for families’ values
and beliefs by responding to their preferences for language use in the infant/
toddler classroom.
• Learn about the cognitive, social, and
economic benefits of bilingualism, and
share your knowledge with families.
• Share with parents strategies that can
enrich the home language environment.
• Provide children’s books and materials,
such as CDs, musical toys, blocks, and
puppets, that families can use at home.
• Invite families to share with the class
some of the music, stories, and songs
from their native background.
• Use interpreters, if possible and when
necessary, to communicate with families
in their own language. Whenever possible, handouts with information about
their child or announcements should be
translated into a family’s home language.
• Encourage parents to visit the classroom. Create activities such as housekeeping play that they can engage in with
their child at school and at home.

References
Genesee, F., J. Paradis, & M.B. Crago. 2004.
Dual language development and disorders:
A handbook on bilingualism and second language learning. Baltimore: Brookes.
NAEYC. 1995. Responding to linguistic and cultural diversity—Recommendations for effective early childhood education. Position statement. www.naeyc.org/about/positions/pdf/
psdiv98.pdf
Powers, S., ed. 2008. Language, culture, and
learning. Special issue. Zero To Three Journal
29 (September).

Resources for learning more
about bilingual children
C. Baker. 2000. A parents’ and teachers’ guide
to bilingualism. Clevedon, UK: Multilingual
Matters.
Early Head Start National Resource Center at
ZERO TO THREE. 2001. Linguistic diversity
and early literacy: Serving culturally diverse
families in Early Head Start. Technical Assistance Paper No. 5. Washington, DC: Author.
www.ehsnrc.org/pdffiles/ta5.pdf
Multilingual Living Magazine. www.bicultural
family.org
Rosenkoetter, S., & J. Knapp-Philo, eds. 2006.
Learning to read the world: Language and literacy in the first three years. Washington, DC:
ZERO TO THREE.

Copyright © 2009 by the National Association for the Education of Young Children. See Permissions and Reprints online at
www.journal.naeyc.org/about/permissions.asp.

Think first
• Consider what may be your own cultural
biases about exposing infants and toddlers to more than one language. Assess
your assumptions on these issues.
• Think about how you can explore with
families their beliefs about dual language
acquisition. What language do the parents or the extended family use to talk to
the child? Do you feel comfortable asking
the family for that information?
• Keep up-to-date on what research says
about exposing a child to two languages in
infancy and how successful young children
are at learning two or more languages at
the same time. One of the many benefits is
that through interactions and experiences
in two languages, young children acquire
literacy skills way before they enter school,
before formal reading and writing instruction begins. Think about ways to share this
information with families.
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Tiffani approaches the newcomer and says slowly, “Hi!
My language is English. Do you know English?” When
the boy doesn’t respond, she says, “That’s OK, my other
friend doesn’t know my language either.” Tiffani takes
his hand and shows him the class pet.

5. Equip your classroom with a picture/symbol communication board (with words) so children can point to items to
communicate more effectively.

Skillful and thorough observation is the best way to
understand challenging
behaviors and develop
plans for reducing them.

Observe and understand language and
behavior differences
Skillful and thorough observation is the best way to
understand challenging behaviors and develop plans for
reducing them. Ask yourself some of the following questions so you can make changes that can help everyone
have a better experience.
• Does the child engage in general and pretend play and
interact like other children her age? If not, the challenges
may be more developmental than language based.
• Does the child talk when spending time with another
child or staff member who speaks his language? Is he happy
and talkative at home? As long as his language seems on
target in some circumstances, you can be sure he does not
have a pervasive speech or language delay.
• Are other children teasing a child because she’s different?
Teachers need to be sure bullying is not a factor, since it
has been observed in children as young as 4, and children
who do not speak the majority language are more likely to
be victims (Chang et al. 2007).
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• Is the child silent at school but talking happily when her
grandmother comes to pick her up? According to Paradis,
Genesee, and Crago (2010), a true language delay or disorder will affect both of the child’s languages in about the
same way. If there is a lag in only one language, it is generally due to variations in the child’s exposure and motivation to learn one language over the other.

Behaviors That Still Challenge Children and Adults
• Can you detect any particular triggers for the child’s challenging behavior, such as large group activities in which she
may feel lost and out of place? Changing classroom practice
to be more responsive to language differences often results
in better experiences for all of the children.
Miss Vivian asks a colleague to help her learn how to
chart Carlos’s behavior to get the data needed to plan a
response. They discover particular situations in which
the behavior occurs and then hypothesize that the
problem may stem from a language barrier in the class.
Miss Vivian decides to develop a common classroom
language—using pictures/symbols and words—to help
Carlos and his peers communicate. She and her assistant work on facilitating positive interactions among all
the children, and they continue to observe and document
Carlos’s behavior to see if this intervention is working.

Understanding the triggers and results of the behaviors in
question allows teachers to help the child learn replacement
skills. Was the child really seeking help communicating with
his peers? Try creating a common classroom language. Does
it seem that the child is using his behavior to avoid an activity that seems intimidating? It may help to change the activity rather than changing the child’s behavior.

Adapting teaching strategies
Changing populations in early childhood settings require
teachers to change their practice. It is not always easy for
teachers to give up activities they have used for years, but
what worked in the past may not be effective in classrooms
that include children with language, behavior, or developmental differences. Here are some strategies that can boost
the effectiveness of any preschool program that includes
children with diverse abilities and language skills:

Survival Words and Phrases
in English and Spanish
Hello
Friend
Teacher
Bathroom
Eat
Play
Drink
Wash
Take a rest
Do you need help?
Does that hurt?
Pleased to meet you!
Your mom will be back soon.

Hola
Amigo
La maestra
El baño
Comer
Jugar
Beber
Lavar
Tome un descanso.
¿Necesita ayuda?
¿Te duele?
¡Mucho gusto!
Tu mama volverá pronto.

• Add graphic organizers such as props and pictures that
add meaning to interactions.
• Assign language buddies. If there isn’t another child in the
class who speaks the same language, encourage a helpful,
caring child to befriend the newcomer.
• Group together children who speak the same language
because of the support they can provide both in terms of
language practice and social relationships.
• Provide a comfortable place where a child can spend time
playing alone without the constant pressure of trying to
understand and be understood.

• Reduce the use of large group lessons and find more time
for small groups and one-on-one interactions throughout
the day.

• Maintain a predictable schedule. Children may not understand your words, but if a dual language learner knows
what’s coming next, she is more able to participate appropriately and learn more effectively.

• Speak slowly, avoid using slang, simplify sentences, and
repeat key words often. Be patient, giving children time to
process what you’ve said and respond.

• Use lots of music and movement activities—in home languages as well as English—to engage all the children while
building early language and literacy skills.

• Use lots of nonverbal cues—gestures, sign language,
facial expression, and changes in voice tone—to enhance
communication.

• Make the effort to get to know the families of dual language learners. They can help you make the child more
comfortable in the classroom, help you recognize possible

It is not always easy for teachers to give up activities they
have used for years, but what worked in the past may not be
effective in classrooms that include children with language,
behavior, or developmental differences.
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signs of trouble, and support your efforts at home. Of
course, they need your support as well.
• Develop strong, collaborative relationships with ESL and
bilingual teachers as well as special education professionals and specialists who work with the program. To be most
effective, their supports should take the form of consultations with the preschool teacher so he or she can embed
and blend their strategies throughout the classroom and
throughout the day (Nemeth 2009b).

Conclusion
The strategies that work with dual language learners
also can be effective with any child who exhibits challenging behaviors. All of these strategies align with intentional
teaching and developmentally appropriate practice. With
good teamwork, ongoing professional development, and
plenty of patience, helping young dual language learners adjust and succeed can be one of the most rewarding
aspects of teaching.

References
Chang, A., G. Crawford, D. Early, D. Bryant, C. Howes, M. Burchinal, O.
Barbarin, R. Clifford, & R. Pianta. 2007. “Spanish-Speaking Children’s
Social and Language Development in Pre-kindergarten Classrooms.”
Early Education and Development 18 (2): 243–69.

DEC (Division for Early Childhood), Council for Exceptional Children.
2010. “Responsiveness to ALL Children, Families, and Professionals:
Integrating Cultural and Linguistic Diversity into Policy and Practice.”
Position statement. www.dec-sped.org/uploads/docs/about_dec/position_concept_papers/Position%20Statement_
Cultural%20and%20Linguistic%20Diversity_updated_sept2010.pdf.
Dray, B. 2008. “Reducing Disproportionality for English Language Learners in Special Education: The Role of Head Start Educators.” Audio.
Head Start English Language Learners Project at Community Development Institute. http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/culturallinguistic/Dual%20Language%20Learners/disabilities/identification/
ReducingDispropo-Audio.htm.
Espinosa, L. 2010. “Assessment of Young English Language Learners.”
In Young English Language Learners: Current Research and Emerging
Directions for Practice and Policy, eds. E. Garcia & E. Frede. New York:
Teachers College Press.
NAEYC. 2005. “Screening and Assessment of Young English-Language
Learners. Supplement to the NAEYC and NAECS/SDE Joint Position
Statement on Early Childhood Curriculum, Assessment, and Program
Evaluation.” www.naeyc.org/files/naeyc/file/positions/ELL_
SupplementLong.pdf.
Nemeth, K. 2009a. “Meeting the Home Language Mandate: Practical
Strategies for All Classrooms.” Young Children 44 (2): 36–42.
Nemeth, K. 2009b. Many Languages, One Classroom: Teaching Dual and
English Language Learners. Beltsville, MD: Gryphon House.
Paradis, J., F. Genesee, & M.B. Crago. 2010. Dual Language Development
and Disorders: A Handbook on Bilingualism and Second Language
Learning. 2nd ed. Baltimore: Brookes.
Santos, R.M., & M.M. Ostrosky. n.d. “Understanding the Impact of Language Differences on Classroom Behavior.” What Works Brief No. 2.
Nashville, TN: Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations for
Early Learning. http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/briefs/wwb2.pdf.

Copyright © 2011 by the National Association for the Education of Young Children.
See Permissions and Reprints online at www.naeyc.org/yc/permissions.

